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 Given the position of school districts within the education ecosystem, 
superintendents are important to educational leadership discussions, particularly systems 
change or improvement discourse.  Superintendents manage operations, oversee policy 
implementation, and affect the climate as well as strategic direction of multimillion-dollar 
school district organizations.  Additionally, superintendents manage district staff and 
liaise with a governance body towards maximizing student outcomes as they are 
accountable for the educating millions of students in the United States.  Nevertheless, the 
district chief executive is under researched in education leadership literature. Moreover, 
superintendent identity is overlooked within leadership practices and effective district 
leadership research.  This dissertation argues the lack of research centered on 
superintendents’ perceptions of themselves as school district administrators precludes a 
full appreciation of the superintendency.  Further, without consideration of 
 
 
superintendent identity, theories of transformation and effective district leadership are 
incomplete.  Thus, this dissertation’s purpose is to present results from an investigation of 
six White Massachusetts school district superintendents’ identities, or self-perceptions 
and role expectations.  In addition, this dissertation study considered influences on these 
superintendents’ identities and leadership practices.  This qualitative study, informed by 
phenomenological research methods, utilized the lens of identity theory to understand 
these superintendents.  From this research investigation, the findings revealed 
participants’ primary self-perception as superintendent was leader.  Within this study, 
participants described superintendent identity in terms of state, district and local 
community contexts as promoting student achievement.  Participants in this research 
investigation revealed they grappled with a tension resulting from connecting their self-
concept to superintendent identity.  Further, this study provides these superintendents’ 
self-perceptions and role expectations associated with education reform. In conclusion, 
this study extends the discourse regarding superintendent leadership while offering three 
major research contributions with implications for policy and practice: (1) a description 
of superintendent identity, including these superintendents’ characterizations of 
internalized role expectations, and self-perceptions as possible explanations of their 
leadership practices and; (2) conceptualizations of superintendent leadership of education 
reform from a sample of district chief executives, including that of filter or buffer; (3) a 
framework for understanding the superintendent through the lens of superintendent 
identity. 
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This identity thing has become bigger the more experienced I get.   
What is the part of me that is not a superintendent? 
This statement from Superintendent Anderson expresses a sentiment echoed by 
other school district leaders regarding the significance of superintendent identity. The 
purpose of this dissertation study was to describe and understand superintendent identity 
from a sample of public school district chief executives’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations.  Identity theorists conceptualize identity as meaning used to characterize 
oneself within a role (Burke & Reitzes, 1981), the meaning attached to internalized role 
expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), or a position viewed as self-descriptive (Thoits, 
2003).  Further, identity guides behavior in a reciprocal process whereby behavior 
reinforces identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). These key theorists’ definitions of identity 
help explain why superintendent identity matters to education leadership research and 
practice.  Given Burke and Reitzes (1981) depiction of identity as guiding behavior; it 
can be inferred that superintendent identity or role expectations and self-perceptions have 
some influence superintendent leadership practices.  In turn, it follows that how a school 
district leader describes superintendent identity may allow others to understand them and 
their actions within the superintendent role.  Further, school district leaders’ 
characterizations of the superintendency and role expectations, as well as self-
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perceptions, may not only provide some explanation for their behaviors or leadership 
practices but also, they may be useful for the development of education policy and 
leadership preparation. 
This dissertation focuses on the superintendent because, although their influence 
may be indirect (Leithwood, 1995), the effect of their leadership is important.  Given 
where school districts are positioned within the education ecosystem, superintendents are 
important to the discussion of educational leadership, especially systems change or 
improvement discourse.  Public school district superintendents are ultimately accountable 
for the education of millions of students in the United States.  Superintendents are 
responsible for hiring the staff responsible for overseeing and directing education in the 
classroom.  Additionally, superintendents manage the operations of the school district 
and their leadership affects the climate as well as strategic direction of the organization.  
In addition, public school district chief executives have influence in the area of policy 
implementation (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 
Fullan, 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 
2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; O’Day & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
Nelson, 2003).  Glass (1993) underscored the importance of the school district 
superintendent: 
It is not likely that America’s schools can restructure, reorganize and 
revitalize the educational process in the absence of clear executive leadership 
given by the superintendency.  For this reason alone, the current and potential role 
of the superintendency and its prospects is more than passing concern to the 
education profession.  (pp. 38-39) 
 
However, despite the significance of superintendents to school districts as well as 
education reform, most researchers have ignored these leaders.  If school districts, led by 
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superintendents, are “particularly well-positioned to advance state reforms and to 
facilitate school level implementation” (Hannaway & Kimball, 2001, p. 2), and identity 
gives rise to leadership practices, then it follows that the superintendent identities of 
school district chief executives are worthy of investigation.   
The significance of this study for research and policy lies is in its consideration of 
participants’ leadership practice in the context of superintendent identity rather than 
superintendents’ behavior in isolation, given the influence of identity on behavior (Burke 
& Reitzes, 1981). Moreover, it is important to consider superintendent identity within the 
context of effective district leadership in order to understand why school district leaders 
build the capacity of their staff and governance body, or how they leverage policy to 
improve student outcomes.  The self-perceptions and role expectations of district chief 
executives influence their leadership practices that are critical to lasting systems change.  
Select literature reviewed for this dissertation focused on what superintendents do rather 
than the self-perceptions, role expectations and influences on superintendent identity of 
district chief executives. This dissertation is important as it provides a description of 
superintendent identity as a contribution to the education leadership discourse. Currently, 
the body of education leadership literature lacks a common definition of superintendent 
leadership, as well as superintendents’ characterizations of their internalized role 
expectations and self-perceptions as possible explanations of district chief executives’ 
leadership practices.  For aspiring as well as practicing superintendents, this dissertation 
offers characterizations of superintendent leadership from those in the field that may 
contribute to the identity formation process described by Collier (2001) as including 




The Identity of the Public School District Superintendent 
 
 Notwithstanding the supposition of superintendents’ indirect influence 
(Leithwood, 1995) the central issue of this dissertation is describing and understanding 
superintendent identity.  In a working paper presenting a meta-analysis, Waters, Marzano, 
and McNulty (2003) demonstrate the importance of superintendent leadership: “When 
district leaders are carrying out their leadership responsibilities effectively, student 
achievement across the district is positively affected” (p. 11).  Further, Wagner and Kegan 
(2006) argued leaders are the key to producing change.  However, as I highlighted earlier, 
there is no consensus within education leadership literature regarding the leadership of 
superintendents.  This underscores the importance of developing an understanding of 
superintendent identity, or self-perceptions and role expectations, as these school district 
leaders are charged with managing educational practices that affect millions of children 
as well as overseeing policies and practices at the school district level.   
Despite the importance of the superintendent, there is a dearth of research focused 
on the superintendency, especially the identities of school district leaders. Glass (1993) 
highlighted the paucity of research on the superintendent role and encouraged additional 
research: “A useful study might be to systematically profile men and women who 
currently hold the senior executive position using interpretive frames of reference” (pp. 
38-39). Therefore, this dissertation addressing superintendent identity represents a 
significant contribution to the education leadership research base as it addresses a gap in 
the literature highlighted by researchers. 
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 From my review of available research, conceptual and empirical literature 
regarding these school district chief executives lacks a definitive definition of leadership 
to serve as a foundation to anchor a discussion of superintendent identity (Bush & 
Glover, 2003; Elmore, 2000; Corcoran, Fuhrman, & Belcher, 2001; Heck & Hallinger, 
2005; Honig, 2006, 2008; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Leithwood, 
Strauss, & Anderson, 2007; Murphy, 2002; Resnick & Glennan, 2002; Spillane, 1998; 
Stein & Nelson, 2003). Prior studies have included surveys to document the roles and 
work priorities of school district superintendents (Glass, 1992; Ornstein, 2005).  Also, 
prior publications regarding district superintendents have focused primarily on factors or 
characteristics such as behavior, preparation, district size, socioeconomics, or geography 
of district leaders rather than the superintendent identity within their leadership role 
(Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson, Klar, & Johansson, 2011; Crowson, 1987; Glass, 
1993; Golden, 1999; Groholski, 2009; Hentschke, Nayfack, & Wohlstetter, 2009; Lutz & 
Iannaccone, 1978; Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg, 
Teddlie, & Stringfield, 1989; Wright & Harris, 2010).  Therefore, this dissertation moves 
beyond surveys and descriptions of superintendents’ behavior to focus on superintendent 
identity influencing leadership practices as this has previously not been addressed in the 
literature.  
 Given theorists conceptualizations of identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Stryker & 
Burke, 2000; Thoits, 2003), superintendents’ descriptions of how they understand their 
identities most likely has relevance to their behaviors or leadership practices. 
Furthermore, in the literature, Musella and Leithwood (1990) in their framework for 
understanding school system administration depict superintendents as influenced 
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externally by environmental factors.  Also, Johnson (1996) asserts within her study of 
superintendents: “All leadership is shaped by the overlapping contexts—historical, 
community, and organizational—in which it occurs” (p. xii).  In other words, contextual 
factors facing superintendents are significant to the discussion of superintendent identity 
because they contribute to the development of these district leaders.  Also, within the 
literature, researchers have highlighted the political context of the superintendency (Daly, 
Finnigan, Jordan, Moolenaar, & Che, 2014; Sharp & Walter, 2004).  Moreover, prior 
research relates to the environmental influence of education reform (Cuban, 1984; Curtis 
& City, 2009; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Glass, 1993; Johnson, 
1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Additionally, this study’s focus on education reform 
seems appropriate in an increasingly international context of education policy and 
evaluation, supports this study’s consideration of superintendent identity within the 
context of environmental influences, as well as contextual factors, including education 
reform and politics.  
 
Purpose of the Study 
 
 The purpose of this dissertation study was to describe and understand the lived 
experience of public school district superintendents from the perspective of individuals 
holding this position.  This dissertation makes three distinct contributions to research, 
policy, and practice through the study findings.  First, this study contributes to the 
literature by offering a description of superintendent identity by fostering an 
understanding of the meaning my study participants ascribed (Burke & Reitzes, 1981) to 
their district chief executive role.  Considering the growing importance of the school 
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district superintendent (Kowalski & Björk, 2005), this dissertation study provides 
portraits of superintendents that depict their lived experiences.  Further, my dissertation 
study responds to calls from prior researchers for additional studies on the role of school 
district superintendents (Glass, 1993), given there are no available research publications 
regarding superintendent identity; and Burke and Reitzes’ (1981) assertion that “a 
role/identity is a set of meanings that are taken to characterize the self-in-role” (p. 85).  
Second, the findings from this dissertation research add to the discourse in the literature 
regarding superintendents’ leadership practices.  Moreover, this dissertation provides a 
framework that integrates identity theory and Posner and Kouzes’ (1988) leadership 
practices framework toward understanding superintendents. Third, this study represents 
an additional line of inquiry related to a significant external influence, education reform, 




Despite some researchers’ efforts to bring attention to the school district 
superintendent, the superintendent identity has not been addressed.  The following 
research questions informed my investigation toward describing and understanding 
superintendent identity:  
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 
the development of their identities? 







 The conceptualization of superintendent identity I developed to guide my 
dissertation study was grounded by the work of identity theorists.  Identity theory, a 
social psychological theory that centers on understanding the concepts of ‘identity’ and  
‘self ', served as the theoretical lens central to my investigation of school district 
superintendents.  Elements of identity from different theorists’ representations were used 
in the development of my conceptualization of superintendent identity: (a) external 
influences (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003), (b) superintendent identity, including role 
expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perception (Thoits, 2003), and (c) 
leadership practices.  Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity, this 
identity is situated within the context of external influences and beneath the surface of a 
superintendent’s leadership practices.  Further, within my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity, the components of external influences and superintendent 
identity shape leadership practices. Leadership Practices outlined by Posner and Kouzes 
(1988) was useful for investigating the behaviors or practices of superintendents in 
connection with their identities as these authors outlined five research-based leadership 
practices of successful leaders: challenging the process, inspiring a shared vision, 
enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart. The 
conceptualization of superintendent identity that emerged from my review of identity 
theory literature and leadership practices (Posner & Kouzes, 1988) served as the 
foundation for my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents.  In other 
words, my dissertation research was informed by the conceptualization of superintendent 
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identity that emerged as I attempted to develop an understanding of the school district 
superintendent.  Additionally, my conceptualization informed the data collection and 
analysis toward describing and understanding superintendents’ identities as district 
leaders within my dissertation study.   
 From the literature regarding identity and leadership, as well as my 
conceptualization of superintendent identity, I developed a preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent to guide my dissertation study.  Environmental factors 
that were central to my investigation included geographical distinctions and policy 
influences, especially education reform. In the end, the findings of my dissertation study 
were used to refine my preliminary framework. The framework that emerged from my 
dissertation study confirms some of the elements of the frameworks introduced by 
Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  However, the framework 
developed from my findings uses the lens of Identity Theory to build on what we already 
know from prior studies regarding the superintendent’s role as leader and the political 
aspect of the superintendency and puts forward superintendents’ perspectives that 
heretofore have been absent in the literature.  Ultimately, this dissertation study serves to 
extend the discourse regarding district leadership by offering superintendents’ self-
perceptions and characterizations of their internalized role expectations as possible 
explanations for their leadership practices to inform research, policy as well as practice 






 Phenomenological research methods informed the qualitative approach of my 
dissertation inquiry.  This research design was suitable for a description and explanation 
of superintendent identity within their leadership role which has been absent from the 
literature.  Also, a phenomenological approach seemed most oriented toward addressing 
my research questions and ultimately producing an understanding of school district 
superintendent identity.  The key steps in my data analysis were consistent with the 
phenomenological research approach prescribed by van Manen (1984): (a) identifying the 
phenomenon, (b) investigating the experience of the phenomenon, (c) reflecting on the 
phenomenon’s major themes, and (d) writing a description of the phenomenon.  
Additionally, significant elements common to phenomenological research, including 
epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis of composite 
textural and composite structural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994).  My dissertation 
research employed several of these elements. 
 For this dissertation study, I used a purposive sampling strategy in the interest of 
reflecting multiple viewpoints of superintendents.  Initially I recruited 11 superintendents 
recruited for this study, determined through a maximum variation type of purposive 
sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 1998).  The 11 superintendents recruited 
were current or recently retired public school district superintendents from six cities and 
five suburbs in the metropolitan Boston area.  All prospective study participants had been 
in the role of superintendent for at least 2 years to allow sufficient time for them to 
develop an identity within the superintendent role (Cast, 2003).  Also, the superintendents 
recruited included a representative cross section of school districts, including high-
11 
 
performing and high-priority school districts, as well as various district sizes and 
differing community socioeconomics.  Over half of the 11 superintendents that I recruited 
eventually enrolled in my dissertation study. The six superintendents in my dissertation 
study represented three towns and three cities in Massachusetts.   
 The data collection methodology of this dissertation study was informed by 
Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological research, including two rounds of in-
depth interviews with open-ended questions focused on producing a textural description 
to depict the superintendency.  Additionally, the interview format allowed more in-depth 
exploration as well as the opportunity to follow up or probe for greater clarity.  Interviews 
were conducted via telephone and lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Each round of 
interviews was conducted in a semi structured format and recorded on a digital tape 
recorder; then I transcribed them verbatim.  Interview data were collected in three key 
areas aligned to my research questions: (a) contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, 
and (c) superintendent identity. A Pre-Interview Data Inventory as well as the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (2011) and school 
district websites assisted me in collecting participant characteristics and demographic 
data for my analysis.  Descriptive data facilitated my development of a profile for all the 
superintendents and their school district context.   
 Data analysis for my dissertation study followed Moustakas’ (1994) systematic 
five-step process: (a) horizonalizing the data to give equal weight to participants’ 
experience, (b) developing units of meaning, (c) identifying distinct themes, (d) 
producing a description of the superintendent identity or superintendency phenomenon, 
and (e) integrating superintendents’ descriptions to interpret the common meaning 
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ascribed to the phenomenon.  Data analysis also included categorizing and coding, as 
prescribed by van Manen (1984) to highlight key phrases and consider what each 
statement reveals about the phenomenon of the superintendency as a complement to 
Moustakas’ approach.  Additionally, I attended to activities recommended by Miles, 
Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) for data analysis and displays.  The NVivo software tool 
also facilitated my data analysis process and enabled me to identify themes and develop 
emerging categories (Creswell, 2003). 
 The design I selected for this dissertation study was informed by a 
phenomenological research process to bolster its reliability.  In developing this qualitative 
study, I considered internal threats to the validity of my research data.  Another limitation 
of this study relates to the “triple crisis of representation, legitimation, and praxis” 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 28).  However, these limitations are inherent in qualitative 
research, especially studies designed with a researcher who serves as the data collection 
instrument.  An additional noteworthy limitation of my study was that participants were 
not randomly selected.  In addition, my dissertation study was limited to White 
superintendents within the Boston metropolitan area and may not be generalized to other 
locations or other populations of school district superintendents.  Although transferability 
and generalizability may be seen as limitations of this study, these are not concerns for 
phenomenological research (Polkinghorne, 1989).  The issue of my study’s sample size, 
six subjects, is also not considered a limitation, as it was within the norm of 
phenomenological research that has included from three to 325 subjects (Polkinghorne, 
1989).  Furthermore, the objective of sampling for this research study informed by 
phenomenology was to produce a shared description of the superintendency from study 
13 
 
participants. The selection of phenomenology as the guiding research methodology is 
significant given the dearth of phenomenological studies regarding the superintendent. 
While a landmark ethnography exists towards understanding the school principal 
(Wolcott, 2003), as I commenced my dissertation research there were no 
methodologically similar studies that described, analyzed and typified a public school 
district superintendent’s role, activities as well as relationships.  For these reasons, I 
embarked on dissertation research with the goal of contributing to the body of education 
leadership or administration research a conceptualization of superintendent identity and 
characterizations of the superintendency from individual superintendent’s lived 
experiences.  As Wolcott (2003) added to the education administration discourse through 
his representation of the suburban school principal, the intent of my dissertation study is 




 This dissertation study describes how school district superintendents perceive 
themselves, as well as factors influencing their superintendent leadership practices.  The 
research findings within this dissertation have implications for policy and practice related 
to the public school superintendency.  Within this Introduction chapter, I frame my 
dissertation research, including the problem, purpose, significance, limitations, research 
questions, and conceptual framework.  I also describe personal interest motivating my 
study and perspective.  What follows is an overview of my dissertation. 
 In Chapter II, I provide a review of the literature regarding the superintendent’s 
role, including disparate perspectives on the function and responsibilities of school 
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district leaders within empirical and conceptual literature.  Also, in Chapter II, I present a 
review of the literature regarding the concept of identity and introduce a 
conceptualization of superintendent identity using the lens of identity theory.  Next, I 
offer a framework for understanding superintendents using my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity as well as some of the elements of the frameworks introduced by 
Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Then I outline research 
supporting the components of my preliminary framework: external influences, 
superintendent identity, and leadership practices.  Finally, I connect my preliminary 
framework to the research questions guiding my study. 
 Within Chapter III, the qualitative phenomenological approach I selected for this 
study is addressed.  This methodology was selected as it aligned with my goal of 
interpreting how superintendents describe and perceive their experiences (Creswell, 
2003).  This chapter outlines the process I employed in my dissertation research for data 
collection and analysis, as well as the orientations informing my study. 
 Chapter IV outlines the key findings from my research.  These findings confirm 
and extend prior research and discourse regarding the superintendent.  Specifically, 
Johnson’s (1996) conceptualization of the superintendents’ role as leader and the political 
aspect of the superintendency, as well as the frameworks introduced by Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Through my research, I found that study 
participants: 
• described themselves as “leader;” 
• connected their concept of ‘self’ and superintendent identity; 
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• described their superintendent identities in connection with their 
superintendent leadership practices; 
• perceive prior experiences as significant to the development of their identities 
as district superintendents; and  
• describe their role expectations and self-perceptions as superintendents in 
terms of state, district, and local community contexts. 
Within Chapter IV, I also provide background information for this dissertation study, 
including information regarding the governance of Massachusetts public schools and 
demographic characteristics of my study participants and the school districts they lead.  
Additionally, I highlight the profiles of the superintendents who participated in my study.  
Next, I present the analysis of data obtained through interviews with my study 
participants and the emerging findings or themes identified from the descriptions of their 
lived experiences.  Finally, I produce a portrait of these superintendents based on their 
descriptions. 
 Finally, in Chapter V, I summarize my key research findings and their three major 
contribution to the literature: (1) providing a description of superintendent identity, (2) 
extending the discourse in the literature regarding superintendents’ leadership practices 
through the inclusion of superintendent identity as a leadership influence, and (3) 
conceptualizing education reform from the superintendent’s perspective.  Also, I 
demonstrate how this dissertation study answers my research questions and present a 
revised framework for understanding the superintendent, based on findings from my 
study.  Additionally, I discuss the limitations of my research as well as potential topics for 
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future studies.  In addition, the final chapter of this dissertation includes my discussion of 
implications and recommendations. 
The body of education leadership literature would benefit from additional studies 
that consider superintendent identity within the context of effective district leadership.  
Future studies also might consider superintendent identity with a different sample of 
district chief executives given the localized context as well as racial and gender 
composition of this dissertation study.  Further research is needed regarding the district 
chief executive in relationship to education reform.  Specifically, future studies could 
deepen understanding of reform-oriented superintendents by extending my investigation 
focused on role expectations and self-perceptions of these district administrators.  Also, 
future studies could offer additional conceptualizations of education reform as well as 
related leadership practices from the superintendent’s perspective.  Additional 
implications for research are as follows: 
• The components of my framework for understanding the school district 
superintendent should be further tested and refined. 
• Additional studies are needed to explicitly investigate links and establish 
causality suggested by my research. 
• Future research could shed light on additional external influences and the 
function of a feedback mechanism, if any, that informs superintendents’ 
leadership practices. 
• Ensuing studies could consider how variations in superintendents’ self-
perceptions, role expectations or influences to their superintendent identities 
contribute to different district outcomes. 
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From my dissertation study findings, I developed a working theory of practice 
related to superintendent preparation: If superintendent preparation included ongoing 
mentorship by effective district chief executives through the critical juncture of 
superintendent identity formation, the initial two years (Cast, 2003), then training may 
impact the development of effective district leaders.  Implications for practice from my 
study are as follows: 
Superintendent preparation 
• Aspiring superintendents could benefit from training or preparation programs 
that establish peer or support networks that commence during initial or 
principal preparation and extend through the beginning years of the 
superintendency.  
• Through the vehicle of mentoring, preparation programs could take an 
intentional role in shaping the superintendent identity of aspiring district chief 
executives.   
School governance 
• Consider an executive recruitment process that identifies potential candidates 
with experiences that reflect an understanding of the school’s core mission: 
teaching and learning.  Additionally, school committees or boards should 
invest in the chief district executive’s development in this area given the 
district’s role in training (Davis & Bowers, 2018).   
• Ensure a recruitment process that considers candidates’ perceptions and role 
expectations regarding the superintendency. Select a candidate that most 
aligns with the values of your local community. Bear in mind, the prior 
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experiences of superintendent candidates, specifically the reference group 
(e.g. mentors) has contributed to the development of a potential district chief 
executive.   
• Acknowledge superintendents struggle to create balance between their 
multiple identities (e.g. parent, spouse, human being) and find ways to support 
their efforts. In turn, this will lessen the strain on the district chief executive 
while potentially reducing the likelihood of burnout or an individual giving 
preferentiality to their superintendent identity to the detriment of their other 
identities. 
Superintendents 
• Remember the requirements of your multi-faceted role as superintendent are 
too complex for a district chief executive to manage alone.  Foster leadership 
practices, especially that of Enabling Others to Act.   
• Make space for activities that foster student achievement.  This suggestion 
also aligns with the emerging theme within my dissertation: superintendents 
connected their superintendent identity or meaning of the superintendency to 
promoting student achievement. 
• Recognize the need to acknowledge your other identities beside the 
superintendent identity Spend time with significant others and doing things 
that attend to your other identities (e.g. exercise, hobbies, mentoring, serving 
on boards related to special causes).  
• Realize your potential political influence and harness this power to advocate 
for student achievement. Also recognize the peril of ignoring politics and the 
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benefits of being politically astute both for career longevity and improving 
student outcomes.  At the same time, find ways to foster an understanding of 
your self-perceptions and role exportations as superintendent, beyond politics.   
The implications for state and local policy are as follows: 
• Fully consider the implications of policy at the district and school level.  
Include superintendents’ input in the development of policies given the notion 
of these district administrators mitigating the risk of unintended consequences 
that emerged through my research interviews.  Also, develop feedback loops 
for open and honest communication regarding implementation challenges. 
Since my study findings highlighted that these superintendents described and 
perceived themselves as filters or buffers, such feedback could be critical to 
the advancement of education reforms. 
• Given the magnitude of initiatives facing school districts, recognize the 
superintendent’s role in prioritization, sense-making and filtering for the 
school district administrators and teachers; involve them in the 
implementation.  Also, be sensitive to the number of initiatives that are 
implemented and have realistic in expectations regarding what a 
superintendent, principal or teacher can bear. 
 
Personal Interest  
 
 It is important that I acknowledge my personal experiences at the outset of this 
study.  From kindergarten until Grade 12, I was a student in the Metropolitan Council for 
Educational Opportunity (METCO) program, a voluntary busing program in 
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Massachusetts that transported me, and a host of my urban minority peers, into suburban 
K-12 public school districts.  From this experience, I developed a curiosity about the 
differences between urban and suburban school districts.  Further, I consider my work in 
public school districts as allowing me to be part of the solution to educational inequities 
by leveraging strategies aimed at improving instruction or operations in school districts to 
ensure a future where voluntary busing programs or select schools are no longer 
necessary to secure equally high quality educational opportunities and outcomes for all 
students. 
This study is also influenced by my interest in leadership and organizational 
development that began while I was pursuing a master’s in business administration at 
Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business.  My personal career-related story also has a 
bearing on this study.  During my second year of business school, as I was considering 
options for work upon graduation, I discovered the Broad Residency in Urban Education, 
which resonated with me as a program where my leadership and organizational skills 
would intersect with meaningful work aimed at transforming the urban education sector.  
Another impetus for my work within a public school system was the predicament within 
education chronicled by the media (Thornburgh, 2006). 
Furthermore, throughout my graduate studies in education, I have been intrigued 
by the literature regarding contextual factors that affect superintendent leadership (Björk 
& Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson et al., 2011; Crowson, 1987; Glass, 1993; Golden, 1999; 
Hentschke et al., 2009; Johnson, 1996; Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; 
Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg et al., 1989; Wright & Harris, 2010). As I considered the 
educational outcomes of urban and suburban school districts in my home state of 
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Massachusetts, I wondered what similarities exist among the school district leaders.  
Despite the benefits of my experiences, I was aware that my relationship to the research 
could become a risk if I operated from my assumptions or failed to acknowledge my 
biases.  As my professional experience has been almost mostly in urban settings, I 
recognized this limitation within the research design; also, I spent time with suburban 
school district superintendents and piloted questions with current and former suburban 
superintendents.  Researcher bias, reactivity, and validity are addressed in detail within 









Within public school districts, leadership exists at several levels: classroom, 
school, district, and governing body.  The education leadership literature chronicles the 
leadership roles of teachers and principals.  However, researchers have underscored the 
historical exclusion of the school districts’ role in the literature (Golden, 1999; Spillane, 
1996, 1998; Trujillo, 2013).   
Leadership is arguably a key to the sustainability or transformation of K-12 public 
school districts.  Throughout modern history, reformers have attempted to change K-12 
education through policies or practices aimed at students, teachers, principals, and more 
recently superintendents, as well as school boards (Cuban, 1984; Kowalski & Björk, 
2005; Tyack & Hansot, 1980).  Moreover, Hannaway and Kimball (2001) asserted,  
School districts may be particularly well positioned to advance state 
reforms and to facilitate school level implementation, and the bigger the district 
the more it may have to offer.  (p. 2) 
 
This seems to infer that school district superintendents are important to education reform. 
School effectiveness studies paved the way for district effectiveness research and 
some researchers have begun to highlight the school district’s role in the systematic 
implementation of education reform initiatives (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & 
Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Fullan 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower et al., 
2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; O’Day & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
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Nelson, 2003).  But a critique of the literature focuses on the monolithic portrayal of the 
school district in education reform research (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 
1998).  Another critique of the literature focuses on the scarcity of theory in school 
effectiveness research (Scheerens, 2013).  Further, Bowers asserted, “Lived experiences 
of district personnel could provide a grounding for complex theories of district 
effectiveness” (Bowers, 2015, p. 2-3).  Several studies have sought to address these 
criticisms by calling attention to the individual actors within school districts (Bowers, 
2008; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Johnson, 1996; 
O’Day & Quick, 2009; Spillane, 1998).  Despite calls for additional research on the 
superintendent’s role (Glass, 1993), minimal research exists toward understanding the 
district chief executive.  Given the growing importance of the school district 
superintendent (Kowalski & Björk, 2005), it is puzzling that researchers have not given 
more attention to this role.  Therefore, the goal of this dissertation study was to address 
this gap in the literature by providing portraits of superintendents and depicting their 
lived experiences as district chief executives. 
Prior studies on the role of district superintendent have focused primarily on 
factors or characteristics such as gender, race, behavior, preparation, district size, 
socioeconomics, or geography (Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson et al., 2011; 
Crowson, 1987; Glass, 1993; Golden, 1999; Hentschke et al., 2009; Horsford, 2010; 
Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg et al., 1989; 
Wright & Harris, 2010).  While a limited number of available studies focus on individual 
superintendents, much of the work reflects an effective schools or effective districts 
research agenda centered on superintendent effectiveness rather than understanding the 
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identities or self-perceptions and role expectations of the individual superintendents that 
influence their leadership practices (Bowers, 2008; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 
O’Day & Quick, 2009).  For example, researchers have heralded Anthony Alvarado, 
former superintendent of New York City’s District #2 and Chancellor of Instruction for 
San Diego City Schools (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; O’Day & Quick, 2009); 
however, these research accounts revolve around Alvarado’s leadership of reforms or 
accounts of his statements and strategies.  Nevertheless, the literature base providing 
insight into the identity of contemporary school district superintendents is limited. 
For the most part, school district superintendents now occupy a significant 
position of responsibility organizationally as well as politically (Brunner, Grogan, & 
Björk, 2002; Daly et al., 2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Sharp & Walter, 
2004).  Yet superintendents work within a context where there is no universally accepted 
concept of leadership and notions of transformation are in flux. Little is known about 
superintendents’ identities, specifically how these district leaders perceive themselves, 
including their role expectations, and influences on their practices.  Therefore, the 
purpose of this review is to integrate literature regarding identity theory, as well as the 
role and leadership practices of school district leaders, to develop a conceptualization of 
superintendent identity and a framework for understanding superintendents.  The 
conceptualization I developed for superintendent identity and my preliminary framework 
have implications for education leadership, research, and practice. 
 
Overview 
The following literature review contains three sections.  Within the first section, I 
depict the evolution of the role of superintendent.  I also present my understanding of 
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how researchers have conceptualized the public school district superintendent as leader.  
This section of the literature review elaborates on education reform and effective district 
research literature centering on the central office and specifically the role of the 
superintendent.  Additionally, this section includes contemporary conceptualizations of 
the role of superintendent.  The section concludes with an analysis of the literature base 
outlining the role of superintendent, including disparate perspectives on the function and 
responsibilities of school district leaders within education leadership literature. 
In the second section, I introduce a conceptual framework for superintendent 
identity.  Given the paucity of research regarding the public school superintendent 
identity, I use identity theory research to develop a conceptual framework.  First, I 
present definitions of identity from select theorists.  Then I describe the components, 
elements, and processes related to identity in the literature.  Finally, I offer a preliminary 
framework for superintendent identity.   
The third section includes a framework for understanding superintendents that 
contains some elements of the frameworks introduced by Musella and Leithwood (1990) 
and Leithwood (1995).  First, I represent the existing research supporting the external 
influences, superintendent identity, and leadership practices components of the 
framework.  Then I outline similarities and differences between the frameworks.  Finally, 
I connect my framework for understanding school district superintendents to the key 
research questions that informed my investigation:  
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 
the development of their identities? 
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3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendents’ self-perceived 
identities? 
 
The K-12 Public School District and Superintendent 
 
Overview 
 Leithwood and Duke (1998), in their analysis of literature between 1988 and 
1998, recognized the ambiguity within the literature regarding education leadership.  
Further, Firestone and Riehl (2005) highlighted the lack of a coherent research agenda in 
education leadership resulting in the current literature base conceptualizations focused 
primarily on the leadership of school principals.  Yet Firestone and Riehl (2005) 
observed,  
The continually evolving educational reform agenda appears to have 
seized upon leadership as both an important target for reform and a vehicle for 
making other changes happen.  (p. 12) 
 
From my review of literature, this commentary seems to extend beyond the leadership of 
school principals to include district superintendents. 
Within the limited available literature I reviewed regarding the superintendent 
there were studies that were irrelevant to this dissertation study because they did not 
specifically address the superintendent role or identity.  Further, some of the literature 
was outside the scope of this review.  For example, a portion of the contemporary 
literature base centers on the tensions between superintendents and school boards in the 
governance of school districts (Alsbury, 2008; Ornstein, 2005).  The governance of the 
school district is beyond the purview of my investigation; therefore, that aspect of the 
literature does not appear as part of the literature review.  Ultimately, the focus of this 
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dissertation study on superintendent identity did not allow me to examine other aspects of 
the superintendency.  While I identify the emerging themes regarding superintendent 
leadership as well as leadership practices, they are not the focus of this dissertation. 
 
District Research 
 As evidenced by the literature, education reform has changed the organization of 
school district central offices and shaped the nature of the work of school district 
superintendents (Cuban, 1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 
2011, 2012; Glass 1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Within the literature, 
some have advocated for the role of the school district and superintendent in reforming 
public schools (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Cuban, 1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Dailey et al., 
2005; Firestone, 1989; Fullan, 2000, 2005, 2010; Grove, 2002; Wagner & Kegan, 2006).  
Rorrer et al. (2008) characterized the various studies of school district reforms as (a) 
centering on organizational theory, (b) focusing on superintendent or central offices, (c) 
emphasizing districts’ influence on teaching and learning, (d) including educational 
equity initiatives, and (e) highlighting characteristics of successful districts.  Although the 
organizational theory aspect of school district reform is outside of the scope of my 
dissertation, this review of literature involves an attempt to synthesize the relevant 
literature regarding central offices and to highlight literature specifically defining the 
superintendent’s role.  The literature framing the school district as crucial in the work of 
transforming public education has been sorted into three major themes: (1) a vehicle for 
effecting systemic change, (2) instrumental to the academic achievement of students, and 
(3) implementer of policy initiatives (Trujillo, 2013).  Conversely, others have 
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conceptualized the role of the district as serving only in a supporting role (Purkey & 
Smith, 1983).   
 Given the superintendent is responsible for leading and managing (Johnson, 1996) 
the school district, understanding superintendents will provide insight into a critical 
component of leadership within educational systems. Thompson, Sykes, and Skrla (2008) 
posited,  
Accumulating case study evidence, however, suggests that, in some school 
districts, leadership and policy may contribute significantly to the improvement 
and equalization of student learning outcomes. The existence of such cases 
implies that districts can play an important role in improving outcomes if the 
mechanisms of district success were better understood and more widely 
implemented.  (p. i) 
 
Thompson et al. concluded that the key to improved student outcomes is ultimately 
leadership.   
 Despite the recognition of the role of the central office in the literature, a critique 
of much of the existing research centers on its failure to portray individual actors within 
the school district (Bowers, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 1998).  Bowers (2015) 
examined the potential role of district leadership in research findings of district effects.  
Although Bowers (2008, 2015) primarily focused on the faulty selection of districts 
deemed effective, he included rich descriptions of the superintendent’s role and suggested 
conducting in-depth qualitative studies as well as surveys of superintendents to help 
explain a district’s performance.  In his research, Bowers raised the question of what role 
school district leadership plays in potential district effects.  If district effects exist, then 
district leaders most likely play a role in creating these effects.  Hence, this dissertation’s 
goal of understanding superintendents is useful, as these district administrators are 
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ultimately responsible for managing school districts, including instructional leadership 
and policies affecting student outcomes. 
 Subsequently a number of studies have sought to highlight the role of school 
district administrators (Alsbury, 2008; Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007; Björk, 1993; Bowers, 
2008; Burch & Spillane, 2004; Crowson, 1987; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 
2011, 2012; Daly et al., 2014; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012).  In particular, Honig’s 
(2003) stands out as a research contribution regarding district administrators and their 
role as boundary spanners in their relationships with intermediary organizations focused 
on implementing policy.  Also, Honig (2006) used organizational learning theory as a 
framework for examining the implementation of complex change efforts and focused on 
the role of school district administrators in implementing education policy.  Honig and 
her colleagues addressed the critique of previous literature regarding the exclusion of 
school district administrators by highlighting what school district administrators do in the 
process of implementing education policy (Honig, 2003, 2006, 2012; Honig & Coburn, 
2008; Honig & Copland, 2008; Honig & Venkateswaran, 2012).  While Honig and her 
colleagues provided illustrations of individual actors at work within school districts, 
including superintendents, their work did not provide insight into superintendents’ 
identities toward understanding the self-perceptions or role expectations of individuals 
ultimately responsible for implementing education policy at the system level. 
 District effectiveness research has extended the school effectiveness literature by 
changing the unit of analysis from the school to the central office or school district in an 
effort to identify effective districts and superintendents.  However, the literature 
highlights several challenges to labeling a district or superintendent effective, including 
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the length of time required to begin to realize gains from educational reforms (Bowers, 
2008, 2010, 2015; Thomas, 2001).  Further, Bowers (2008) raises the question of what 
role district leadership plays in district effectiveness and suggests in-depth qualitative 
studies may help explain a district's performance.  For this reason, I do not seek to 
address the effectiveness of superintendents within this dissertation.  Rather, I seek to 
help shed light on superintendent identity through providing district leaders’ self-
perceptions and role expectations as identity and role performance appear to be linked 
(Burkes & Reitzes, 1981).  
 
Superintendent Research 
 Historical portrayals of the superintendent in the literature characterize the role as 
one occupied by nonpolitical, religious men (Tyack & Hansot, 1980).  In contrast, the 
superintendency now encompasses managerial as well as political facets and an interface 
with a governance body such as a school board or council (Brunner et al., 2002; 
Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Moreover, the role of the district and contemporary 
superintendent exists within an education reform context.  Kowalski et al. (2011) 
explained, 
By 2010, most superintendents and principals realized that their 
responsibilities in relation to school reform had expanded, requiring them to both 
design and carry out needed changes, specifically, they had become responsible 
for determining what needed to be improved and for deciding how improvement 
initiatives would be carried out.  (p. 1) 
 
However, until recently, education reform research has largely ignored the role of school 
district superintendent.  Given the paucity of research on the superintendent, I located 
conceptual and empirical literature, including published dissertations, to produce a 
contemporary representation of the school district chief executive. 
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Superintendent role. The role of the K-12 public school district superintendent 
has evolved into a specialized managerial position with requisite training, certification, 
and an established career pathway (Glass, 1993; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Tyack & 
Hansot, 1980).  Within the education leadership literature, the superintendent’s role has 
been conceptualized as teacher-scholar, business manager, statesman, applied social 
scientist, politician, and communicator (Brunner et al., 2002; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; 
Sharp & Walter, 2004).  Brunner et al. (2002) explored conceptualizations of the school 
district superintendent and focused on what they suggest is the rhetoric that defines 
superintendents’ responsibilities, priorities, and activities.  Additional contemporary 
literature centers not only on the qualities of the superintendent, but also on the 
managerial and leadership functions (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003; Usdan & Cronin, 2003).  
Several authors have highlighted the role of district leaders in improving student learning 
(Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, 2003; Thompson et al., 2008).  However, in my review of 
the literature, I found no clear consensus on the role of the superintendent other than that 
of district leader (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; 
Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Further, the definition of superintendent 
leadership in the literature is ambiguous, which is consistent with the larger education 
leadership literature base (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).  I analyzed both conceptual and 
empirical literature to develop an understanding of the school district superintendent as 
leader. 
 Conceptual literature. To ground my research, I sought contemporary 
conceptualizations of educational leadership using a keyword search strategy in Google 
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Scholar and databases including ERIC, ProQuest e-Journals, and Sage using the term 
“education leadership.”  Key authors, determined through the number of citations 
documented by Google Scholar, were reviewed to produce definitions associated with 
educational leadership, especially the superintendency.  The goal of this conceptual 
literature search was to extract a definition of school district or superintendent leadership.  
Table 1 provides these key authors’ definitions for educational leadership beginning in 
2000.   
Table 1  
Education Leadership Definition 
Author(s) Definition or description 
Elmore 
(2000) 
“Administration in education, then, has come to mean not the 
management of instruction but the management of the structures and 
processes around instruction” (p. 6). 
 
Education leaders 
“Leadership is the guidance and direction of instructional 
improvement” (p. 13). 
 
“I have argued that standards-based reform poses problems of the 
deepest and most fundamental sort about how we think about the 
organization of schooling and the function of leaders in school 
systems and schools…This shift requires first, a redefinition of 
leadership, away from role-based conceptions and toward 
distributive views, and second, a clearer set of design principles to 





“School leadership is defined in terms of three metaphors: moral 
steward, educator, and community builder” (p. 177).  
 
“In a rather dramatic shift from earlier times, school and district 
administrators will be asked to exercise intellectual leadership not as 
head teachers, but as head learners” (p. 188). 










“There are a variety of ways to think about where leadership resides in 
educational organizations (e.g., distributed vs. positional theories). . . . 
In this article, we primarily deal with leaders in positional authority” (p. 
425). 
 
“District leaders (superintendents and their deputies or assistant 
superintendents) as teachers (and leaders) and other adult professionals 
(principals, teachers, other central office staff) as the learners” (p. 425). 
 
 “Educational leadership, our review makes clear, comes from many 
sources, not just the ‘usual suspects’ –superintendents and principals” 
(p. 70). 
 
“Like health, law, beauty, excellence and countless other complex 
concepts, efforts to define leadership too narrowly are more likely to 





“Responsible leadership is synonymous with socially just leadership 
and requires that school leaders ask themselves some tough questions.  
What imprint does your leadership leave on the surrounding 
community’s scare resources of motivated students and talented 
teachers and leaders” (p. 18). 
 
The selected conceptual literature in Table 1 frames superintendent leadership 
within the context of school district and schools as well as the community.  Common to 
the definition of education leadership relevant to the superintendent is the notion of 
directing or guiding organizational learning as well as an educational enterprise.  
Additionally, the definition of education leadership for some authors (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006; Murphy, 2002) is embedded within a community context.  In some instances, 
superintendent leadership appears to be defined within a context of distributed leadership 
(Elmore, 2000; Leithwood et al., 2004; Stein & Nelson, 2003) shared by principals and 
teachers as well as superintendents.  Also, some researchers explored the notion of 
leading as teaching (Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Murphy (2002) put forward 
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the definition of district leaders as “head learners” (p. 188).  In the final analysis, a 
universally accepted definition of superintendent leadership did not emerge from my 
review of literature.   
There seems to be more agreement amongst the key authors reviewed regarding 
education leadership elements, components, or processes than in the definition of 
education leadership.  Table 2 summarizes components, elements, and processes 
highlighted within the works of key authors from the review of literature to generate an 
understanding of education leadership.  
Table 2  
Education Leadership Components and Processes 
Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 
Elmore (2000) 
 
“Local board members, system-level administrators, and school 
administrators perform the ritualistic tasks of organizing, 
budgeting, managing, and dealing with disruptions inside and 
outside the system, all in the name of creating and maintaining 
public confidence in the institutions of public education” (p. 6). 
 
“Superintendents come and go based on their capacity to 
maintain a working majority on a relatively unstable elected 
board, rather than on their capacity to focus the institution on its 
core functions and make steady improvements over time” (p. 8). 
 
 “Leadership must create conditions that value learning as both an 
individual and collective good.  Leaders must create 
environments in which individuals expect to have their personal 
ideas and practices subjected to the scrutiny of their colleagues, 
and in which groups expect to have their shared conceptions of 
practice subjected to the scrutiny of individuals” (p. 20). 
 
“Leaders must lead by modeling the values and behavior that 
represent collective goods” (p. 21).   





Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 
Murphy (2002) “As moral stewards, school leaders will be much more heavily 
invested in “purpose-defining” (Harlow, 1962, p. 61) activities 
and in “reflective analysis and …active intervention” (Bates, 
1984, p. 268) than simply in managing existing arrangements” 
(p.186). 
Stein & Nelson 
(2003) 
“Nevertheless, as demands increase for them to improve teaching 
and learning in their schools, administrators must be able to know 
strong instruction when they see it, to encourage it when they 
don’t, and to set the conditions for continuous academic learning 
among their professional staffs” (p. 424). 
 
“Hence, the role of administrators-as-teachers (like the role of 
teachers in the classroom) is not one of transmitting knowledge, 
but of assuming responsibility for (a) understanding the learning 
needs of individuals; (b) arranging the interactive social 
environments that embody the right mix of expertise and 
appropriate tasks to spur learning; (c) putting the right mix of 
incentives and sanctions into the environment to motivate 
individuals to learn; and (d) ensuring that there are adequate 







“Leaders play critical roles in identifying and supporting 
learning, structuring the social settings an mediating the external 




“Socially just education leaders stretch beyond their individual 
schools, distributing their leadership and its effects across many 
different schools- strong and weak, black and white, rich and 
poor” (p. 18). 
 
The hardest part of sustainable leadership and improvement is the 
part that provokes us to think beyond our own schools and 
ourselves.  We need to perform not merely as managers of 
organizations or as professionals who produce performance 
results, but also as community members, citizens, and human 
beings who lead to serve and promote the good of all (p. 20). 
 
 
 Select literature from key thinkers in Table 2 focused on various elements, 
components, or processes associated with education leadership, including organizational 
or system management, budgeting, school board relations, and public relations (Elmore, 
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2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Within Table 2, several authors also outlined processes 
related to directing learning practices: Elmore (2000), Leithwood et al. (2004), Murphy 
(2002), and Stein and Nelson (2003).  Additionally, there was also agreement among 
some authors regarding the need for morality or values-based leadership: Elmore (2000), 
Hargreaves and Fink (2006), and Murphy (2002).  In contrast to the other authors, 
Murphy (2002) outlined the process of defining organizational purpose and promoted 
analysis as well as intervention versus management.  Table 1 and Table 2 contribute to 
understanding how researchers have conceptualized educational leadership, specifically 
definitions, components, elements, or processes related to school district leaders.  
Although the conceptual literature contributed to an understanding of what 
superintendents do, the literature does not address their identity or influences on their 
leadership practices.  This represents evidence of a gap in the literature base that this 
study seeks to address. 
 Empirical literature. Although my review of conceptual literature proved helpful 
in depicting researchers’ perspectives on education leadership applicable to school 
district superintendents, I must also give credence to empirical literature in this review, as 
it presented observations and accounts of superintendents’ experiences.  Consistent with 
the conceptual literature regarding school district leadership, empirical literature does not 
offer a clear definition of leadership.  Johnson (1996) concluded,  
Leadership is often invoked as the solution to any and all problems.  
However, those who do so seldom define what leadership is, and superintendents 
who aspire to lead rarely find clear explanations of what they can expect from 
constituents or what they should do.  (p. xi) 
 
To address the lack of consensus within education leadership literature, my study 
integrated the theoretical and conceptual representations of the superintendent as leader 
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together with the lived experiences of my study participants to produce a more 
comprehensive portrait of superintendent leadership as well as leadership elements, 
components, and processes or practices. 
 Due to the lack of empirical literature by key authors and peer-reviewed 
publications regarding superintendents’ perceptions of themselves, their leadership, or 
influences, I searched for published dissertations as a means of broadening my 
examination of research on this topic (Boote & Beile, 2005).  In my search of the 
ProQuest database, I found 44 published dissertations related to superintendent 
leadership.  Of the dissertation studies I located, only nine studies centered on the role of 
the superintendent.  Consistent with the empirical literature reviewed, a few dissertations 
focused on the role of superintendents within instructional leadership (Karbula, 2009; 
Kultgen, 2010).  Meanwhile, Bolla (2010) concluded superintendents spent the majority 
of their time on public relations and politics. 
 Through a search of the ProQuest database using the key term “superintendent 
perceptions,” I identified 10 studies, however only five of the studies appeared relevant to 
my dissertation: Floyd (2009), Bolla (2010), Fairbanks-Schutz (2010), Fischer (2011), 
and Wiley (2011).  These researchers used checklists or surveys as well as case studies.  
But I did not find any relevant phenomenological or ethnographic research on the 
superintendent’s role or identity.  Additionally, these studies centered on superintendent 
perceptions as they related to specific reform initiatives.  Unrelated research provided a 
glimpse into the internal processes of the superintendent; however, these prior studies 
focused on issues including superintendents’ trust, job satisfaction, and job stress (Blair, 
2010; Floyd, 2009; Herron, 2009). 
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 Johnson (1996) went a step beyond the conceptual research of Honig and 
colleagues (Honig, 2003, 2006, 2012; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Honig & Copland, 2008; 
Honig & Venkateswaran, 2012) to address the critique of previous literature that excludes 
school district administrators by examining superintendents within the context of their 
school districts.  Johnson’s (1996) landmark study of 12 superintendents helps develop an 
understanding of the nature of school district leadership within the context of education 
reform.  In her case studies of 12 superintendents, Johnson (1996) examined how 
superintendent leadership is exercised.  Also, Johnson (1996) highlighted how a sample 
of superintendents envisioned their leadership, their actions, and their constituents’ 
perceptions.  Her research provided a model of school district leadership focused on three 
types of superintendent leaders identified as effective: (a) educational, (b) political, and 
(c) managerial.  She concluded:  
The experiences of these superintendents demonstrate that all leadership is 
shaped by the overlapping contexts—historical, community, and organizational—
in which it occurs.  Effective superintendents adjust deftly to changes in context, 
thus augmenting their chance to influence others. (Johnson, 1996, p. xii) 
 
Therefore, as superintendents play a role in education reform, within the context of 
district leadership, it is important to understand their identity, or role expectations and 
self-perceptions. 
 As in the conceptual literature, the empirical literature mostly portrays 
components, elements, or processes of educational leadership: superintendents as 
directing the educational enterprise of school districts, including organizational or system 
management, budgeting, school board relations, and public relations.  Studies have also 
portrayed the political aspects of the superintendency (Johnson, 1996; Lofton, 2010).  
Additionally, Daly et al. (2014) conceptualized the superintendent’s role as a broker.  In 
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addition, Kimberly (2008) depicted the superintendent as a community builder, consistent 
with some of the conceptual literature that defined education leadership as embedded 
within a societal context (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Murphy, 2002).  Moreover, Daly and 
Finnigan (2011, 2012) found that superintendents play an important role in education 
reform by considering relational linkages and the way these structures support or hinder 
reform efforts within a district.  Daly and Finnigan (2011, 2012) contributed to 
understanding superintendent’s leadership in a reform context by highlighting the 
relational linkages through which education reform flows.  Nevertheless, the portrait of 
superintendent leadership that emerges from the empirical literature is insufficient for the 
development of a complex understanding the superintendent as leader, as it neglects the 
identity of the district chief executive.   
 The select empirical studies I reviewed that focused on elements, components, or 
processes associated with education leadership used surveys and case studies to 
document the work of school district superintendents (Bredeson et al., 2011; Crowson, 
1987; Glass, 1992; Johnson, 1996; Karbula, 2009; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Ornstein, 
2005).  For example, Johnson (1996) depicted elements of the superintendency through 
case studies and highlighted the significance of the superintendent as leader:  
Many believe that a strong superintendent can be a champion of reform, 
assessing a district’s needs, devising solutions to its problems, taking charge of its 
policies and practices, providing support to principals intent on improving their 
schools, inspiring confidence among teachers, and ensuring compliance by the 
reluctant and the recalcitrant.  The dismissal of an ineffective superintendent is 
thought to mark the end of bad times; the appointment of a new superintendent is 
heralded as the beginning of a new age.  (p. xi) 
 
Nevertheless, I found no published phenomenological or ethnological studies to add to 
my understanding of superintendents or the ways these leaders make sense of their roles.   
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 Processes related to school district leadership were portrayed in the empirical 
research, similar to the conceptual literature, included directing learning practices 
(Charlton, 2009; Devono, 2009; Fairbanks-Schutz, 2010; Karbula, 2009; Kultgen, 2010; 
Neale, 2010; Sawyer, 2010; Wiley, 2011; Wright, 2009).  Correspondingly, research 
published by the Council of Great City Schools (Casserly et al., 2011) attributed 
improvement in outcomes to leadership rather than a common curriculum or program in 
an analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress findings.  Further, in a 
working paper that presents their meta-analysis, Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) 
isolated the effect of district leaders on student achievement.  However, Wiley (2011) did 
not find a relationship between superintendent behavior and the academic achievement of 
students, and Hart and Ogawa (1987) conducted an empirical study and found evidence 
of only a small influence of superintendents on academic achievement within their 
districts. 
 Taken together, published dissertations and peer-reviewed empirical studies, as 
well as the research of key authors, contribute to understanding the superintendent from 
others’ definitions of their leadership and components, elements, or processes related to 
educational leadership.  Although the empirical literature contributes to an understanding 
of what superintendents do, as with the conceptual literature, it does not address self-
perceptions or role expectations of the individuals are who occupy the position of 
superintendent and wield significant organizational as well as political power.  Johnson 
(1996) provided portraits of superintendents, but she did not focus on superintendents’ 
identities.  The purpose of this dissertation was to extend Johnson’s work toward 
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 Despite critiques of the monolithic image of school districts in education 
discourse (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 1998), and attempts to call 
attention to individual actors within these organizations (Bowers, 2008; Elmore & 
Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Johnson, 1996; O’Day & Quick, 
2009; Spillane, 1998), I pointed out that superintendent identity has been overlooked.  
Existing literature provides only a limited perspective of the superintendency.  Key 
conceptual thinkers define the superintendent as director, guide, or chief teacher of 
administrators within the school district (Elmore, 2000; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 
2002).  Major elements, components, or processes associated with education leadership 
within the conceptual literature include organizational or system management, budgeting, 
school board relations, and public relations (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006), as 
well as directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Murphy, 2002; Leithwood et al., 
2004; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Most empirical studies offering a superintendent 
perspective include only the superintendent’s views on specific issues along with others’ 
perspectives of the district leader’s practices.  The literature does not include a lens for 
understanding the identities of individuals carrying out the responsibilities of the 
superintendency.   
 The existing conceptual and empirical literature presents portraits of what 
superintendents do rather than self-perceptions or role expectations of these individuals 
who possess the ultimate responsibility for implementing education reform policy and 
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managing educational enterprises that dwarf many corporate entities.  Two goals of this 
review are to conceptualize superintendent identity grounded by identity theory literature 
and provide a preliminary framework for understanding school district superintendents.  
These goals do not implicitly correspond with education leadership discourse centered on 
effective district leadership, as I am not concerned with characteristics of effectiveness, 
such as research focused on Anthony Alvarado, former superintendent of New York 
City’s District #2 and Chancellor of Instruction for San Diego City Schools (Elmore & 
Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; O’Day & Quick, 2009).  Rather than investigating district 
chief executives’ personalities or behaviors, my dissertation research focused on 
superintendent identity as well as its intersections with leadership practices and 
influences as a means of contributing to the effective district leadership equation by 
presenting a variable not included in other calculations.  This dissertation also highlights 
how superintendents conceptualize their role in education reform and make sense of their 





 Identity is an important consideration in developing an understanding of 
superintendents for numerous reasons.  First, identity represents personal attributes 
(Hoelter, 1985).  These attributes are what superintendents bring to bear in carrying out 
their responsibilities.  Second, identity influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 
1981; Cast, 2003).  The leadership behaviors or practices of superintendents affect not 
only school district administrators, school boards, and students, but also communities and 
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ultimately the nation.  Third, identity represents an individual’s perception of himself or 
herself within a role (Swann & Giuliano, 1987).  Hence, it is essential to appreciate 
superintendents’ self-perceptions.  In other words, superintendent identity must be 
understood because district chief executives’ self-perceptions and role expectations 
related to the superintendency influence their practices or behavior.  Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) highlighted the paucity of research on educational chief executive 
officers’ (CEOs’) values and underscored the attention to rational rather than internal 
processes in previous literature.  The authors contend that internal processes influence the 
practices or behavior of superintendents.  My position is that values, beliefs, and 
philosophies are representations of the school district leader’s superintendent identity.  
Hence, this dissertation study sought to add to what is known about internal processes, 
specifically the superintendent identity of school district chief executives.  
 
Identity 
 Given my interest in learning about the superintendent identity of study 
participants, initially I contemplated using social or role identity as a lens.  However, 
Stets and Burke (2000) noted, “Identity theory and social identity theory have more 
points of overlap than differences in their understanding of the self” (p. 224) and 
recommended the theories be unified.  Stets and Burke (2002) also pointed out that the 
basis of identity within identity theory is roles.  This further supported my selection of 
identity theory for my investigation of superintendent identity. Meanwhile, within role 
identity theory, researchers are concerned with the correspondence between meanings 
and behaviors individuals ascribe to a role, while my dissertation centers on participants’ 
shared meaning ascribed to themselves as superintendents.  Therefore, for this 
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dissertation study I used identity theory as my theoretical lens rather than role identity 
theory.  At the same time, using the lens of identity theory, through my study I 
investigated leadership practices as well as identity which is comprised of role 
expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perceptions (Thoits, 2003).   
Within education literature researchers have used the lens of dialogical self theory 
(Fecho & Clifton, 2017), to investigate social and cultural identity within the classroom.  
For example Fecho and Clifton focused on the intersection of student and teacher culture 
as well as identity within the classroom in relationship to learning.  However, for my 
dissertation study of 6 white Massachusetts superintendents, I chose to use the lens of 
identity theory, specifically its focus on the intersection of role and identity. Later, within 
the Discussion and Implications sections, I will further address issues related to social 
identity that were not explicitly investigated through my study. 
A keyword search in Google Scholar to scan available knowledge on identity 
theory identified articles in the ERIC, ProQuest e-Journals, and Sage databases.  I also 
reviewed the reference lists of articles and related research within journals and books to 
identify additional citations.  Priority was given to articles available within the Columbia 
University library database.  Articles included in this literature review were also selected 
based on relevance to my research questions, repetition of the source citation within 
related literature, and the reach of the authors as determined through the number of 
citations documented by Google Scholar.  Table 3 provides a sequential view of 
definitions for identity in select sociology literature from 1981 to 2003. 
 Identity theory draws on the sociological and social psychological research of 
George Mead and his development of the framework regarding the concepts of self 
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(Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Hoelter, 1985; Stryker & Burke, 2000; Swann & Giuliano, 
1987).  In the sociological literature, identity is presented from various perspectives 
(Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003; Collier, 2001; Hoelter, 1985; Stryker & Burke, 
2000; Swann & Giuliano, 1987; Thoits, 2003).  Theorists have conceptualized identity as 
meanings used to characterize oneself within a role (Burke & Reitzes, 1981), definitions 
given to self through membership in a group (Hoelter, 1983), the meaning attached to a 
role or internalized role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), and a position viewed as 
self-descriptive (Thoits, 2003).  The selected literature reviewed in Table 3 assisted in 
developing a working definition of identity within my conceptual framework for this 
dissertation.   
 
Table 3  
Identity Definition 




Identity and role performance linked 
“The relationship between identity (self) and behavior is complex and 
probably reciprocal” (p. 83). 
 
“To reiterate, a role/identity is a set of meanings that are taken to 




“On the basis of our definition of identity, which refers solely to self-
definitions arising from group memberships (thus departing from the 





Identity in a social context  
“It is difficult to imagine how we can ever attain a full understanding 
of either other-perception or self-perception without understanding the 
process of identity negotiation, as this process may well be the major 
mechanism through which we come to understand ourselves and those 
around us” (p. 1048).                                                               







“Parts of a self composed of the meanings that persons attach to the 
multiple roles they typically play in highly differentiated 
contemporary societies” (p. 284). 
 
“Selves” (quoting James, 1890); “identities are internalized role 




Identity formation tied to role use 
 
 “Sociological study of the self has focused on the relationship between 
role and identity as the key to explaining how the individual is 
connected to the larger social structure. . . . Identities are reflexively 
applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] 
am I?’  Individuals answer this question by stating positions in the 
organized structure of relationships that they occupy and their social 





“Positions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-
descriptive” (p. 184) 
Cast (2003) “Therefore, in the most general scenario, identities serve as behavioral 
guides for individuals (Burke 1991; Foote 1951)” (p. 43). 
 
   
The selected literature framed the concept of identity within a social or group 
Common to the definitions of identity is the notion of the self.  From the literature 
presented in Table 3, the concept of identity can be categorized as (a) key to 
understanding self and others (Swann & Giuliano, 1987), (b) a behavioral guide (Cast, 
2003), (c) tied to role use or performance (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker 
& Burke, 2000), and (d) situated within a social context (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003).  





Table 4  
Identity Components and Processes 




“Since most role/identities exist within a context of multiple 
Counter-role/identities, there are multiple dimensions of meaning 
that are relevant in distinguishing among them” (p. 91). 
 
Identity formed and maintained through a social process: 
“The link between identity and performance is through common 
meanings.  The meanings of the self (as object) are established and 
assessed in terms of the meanings of the performances generated by 
that self (as subject) within the culture of the situation” (p. 85). 
 
 Two-way process of translating self-concept into behavioral 
performance: 
“We are saying that the self operates in choosing behaviors and that 
the behaviors reinforce and interactional support the self” (p. 84). 
 
 Link between identity and role performance: 
“Through this process individuals monitor their own behavior in 
terms of the implied meaning of that behavior, where the relevant 
dimensions of meaning are those that distinguish the individual’s 
role/identity from counter-role/identities. In order to be (some 
identity), one must act like (some identity)…Identities influence the 
choices made.  The activity that results from the choice has meanings 
that correspond to, reinforce, and display the identity meanings of the 
individual.  The choices can exist at the level of roles (cf. the 
discussion of role selection by Backman and Secord, 1968), or at the 
level of items of behavior within roles…or at even a more micro-
level, where the choices exist in the manner in which any activity is 
performed” (pp. 90-91). 
 
Hoelter (1985) Identities as positional elements located within a dimensional space:  
“A role (e.g., student, worker, spouse) one engages in (and its 
corresponding identity) derives its meaning from several empirically 
derived, semantic dimensions (e.g., responsibility, evaluation).  
Several dimensions of meaning can be obtained for an identity . . . 





Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 
 Identities correspond to personal attributes: 
“Not only is the self conceived as being differentiated with respect to 
identities, but identities are considered to be differentiated with 
respect to a variety of meaning dimensions.  If we conceive of these 
meaning dimensions used for locating identities in terms of personal 
attributes, we have a dimensional system with the potential to capture 
a great deal of information relevant to self-conception” (pp. 1392-
1393).  
 
Roles emerge from social relationships within groups: 
“In terms of developing an appropriate set of meaning dimensions 
for locating identities, it seems proper to select dimensions arising 






Identity negotiation process: 
“The central notion is that targets want perceivers to see them as they 
see themselves, an idea that was advanced by Lecky (1945) and has 
since been elaborated by several others, most notably Carson (1969), 
Harvey, Hunt, and Schroder (1961), and especially Secord and 
Backman (1965).  The self-verification formulation (Swann, 1983, 





Integration of two complementary components of identity theory: 
(a) “social structural sources of identity” and (b) “internal, cognitive 
identity processes” (p. 288). 
 
Element of multiple identities: 
“Conception of self composed of multiple identities tied to 
participation in networks of social relationships or in groups with 
potentially different agendas and expectations for members, each 
affected by perceptions relevant to the self.  This conception 
visualizes the possibility, even the likelihood, of competition among 
identities.  By recognizing the interplay of multiple identities, an 
analyst can account for variation in persons’ participation in social 
movements by reference to ways in which commitments and 







Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 
 Strategies of self-verification: 
“(1) behavioral activities, and (2) cognitive processes behavioral 
activities: developing a self-confirmatory opportunity structure, 
selective interaction, displaying identity cues, and interaction 
strategies” (pp. 1039–1041).  
 
“Cognitive processes: preferential attention, selective encoding and 
retrieval, and selective interpretation” (p. 1041). 
 
Collier (2001) Identity formation elements or components: 
“The differentiated model differs from earlier work on reference 
groups in two critical areas.  First, not all potential reference groups 
have the same influence on identity formation.  I propose that the 
interaction with others that results in role identification must take 
place within a referent group, not just of ‘similar others’ (Alexander 
and Wiley 1981:275), but of similar others for whom the role is 
“real” based on their experience in using the role as a resource to get 
actual group-valued tasks accomplished.  Second, different reference 
groups may employ different versions of the same role as standards 
for identity formation” (p. 220). 
 
“Identity formation process: (1) compare self with role standard for 
reference group (2) “standard adjustment” or role-related actions 
based on perceived discrepancy (3) interaction with reference group 
(4) self-referent feedback (5) revise comparison of self and role” (pp. 
222-223). 
 
Cast (2003) Influence of behavior on formation of identity: 
“Not only do we see that identities and behavior have an impact on 
behavior, but they also impact individuals’ identities” (p. 49) 
 
“By incorporating the possibility or the idea that identities and 
behavior are reciprocally linked to each other, a picture of the self as 










Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 
Thoits (2003) Personal agency and multiple role-identities: 
 [contrast to Stryker’s and Burke’s (2000) identity theory] 
“Individuals are active agents in their own lives. . . . I suggest that 
individuals who possess more of such personal and well-being 
resources are more effective in pursuing their values or goals.  
Effective action in turn should result in the accumulation of more 
role-identities, both obligatory (e.g., spouse, parent, worker) and 
voluntary (e.g., community volunteer, church member, friend).  
Some studies indicate that people select themselves into marriage 
and employment partly on the basis of their personality 
characteristics, interpersonal skills, and physical and mental health 
(Rodgers & Mann, 1993; Ross & Mirowsky, 1995; Thoits, 1994; 
Turner & Gartrell, 1978) Because voluntary identities are adopted by 
choice, personal agency is obviously involved in such role 
acquisition” (pp. 179-182). 
 
Identity acquisition/change process: 
“In keeping with the idiosyncratic and renegotiable nature of the self 
suggested by McCall and Simmons (1978), that people acquire, 
relinquish, and change role-identities not only because they seek 
social rewards (or are painfully failing to meet internalized 
standards), but because they want to try something new, they want 
different challenges, they find new interests, they want to grow as 
persons, or, in relinquishing roles, they just need some free time for 
themselves.  Role-identity performances generate personality and 
well-being resources that can be used and elaborated across a variety 
of activity domains that can facilitate deliberate changes made for 
reasons other than social approval or prestige, and even despite social 
disapproval and sanctions” (p. 192). 
 
 
To summarize, the four major components of identity presented in Table 4 were 
(a) obligatory (Thoits, 2003), (b) internal (Stryker & Burke, 2000), (c) external influences 
(Stryker & Burke, 2000), and (d) link to social relationships or groups (Stryker & Burke, 
2000).  These components were useful for developing my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity discussed within a later section of this literature review. 
In the final analysis, identity also had 4 major elements: (a) situational (Burke & Reitzes, 
1981), (b) multidimensional (Hoelter, 1985), (c) corresponding to roles (Hoelter, 1985), 
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and (d) linked to social relationships within groups (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  
Additionally, theorists described the position of worker as an identity (Hoelter, 1985; 
Thoits, 2003).  Moreover, Thoits (2003) cited studies suggesting that people select 
employment in part based on personal attributes or characteristics.  This supported my 
investigation into individuals’ identities within the role of superintendent. However, 
personality characteristics were outside the scope of this study. 
The literature presented in Table 4 outlined processes related to identity, including 
identity formation, negotiation, acquisition, or change (Cast, 2003; Collier, 2001; Stryker 
& Burke, 2000; Swann & Giuliano, 1987; Thoits, 2003).  The identity negotiation 
process is described as self-verification (Swann & Giuliano, 1987).  Similarly, the 
identity formation process involves individuals using their role to pursue goals valued by 
a referent group (Collier, 2001).  Furthermore, Cast (2003) found that 2 years is sufficient 
for transitioning into a role and developing an identity.  The 2-year time frame identified 
by Cast (2003) was used as a criterion in my selection of study participants for this 
dissertation research to ensure sufficient time for their transitioning into the role of school 
district superintendent.  Participant selection is discussed further in the Methodology 
chapter.   
In Table 4, I also pointed to how theorists discussed the reciprocal relationship 
between behavior and identity.  Cast (2003) studied the relationship between behavior 
and identity with a sample of newlywed couples and concluded, “Not only do we see that 
identities and behavior have an impact on behavior, but they also impact individuals’ 
identities” (p. 49).  Further, Burke and Reitzes (1981) explained, “Identities influence the 
choices made” (pp. 90-91). In summary, identity is involved in behavioral choices. 
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Meanwhile, behaviors reinforce identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  
Additionally, Thoits (2003) highlighted that individuals acquire roles for many reasons, 
including pursuit of social rewards, failure to live up to their standards, desiring a new 
experience, challenge, or personal growth.  Understanding the processes related to 
identity was essential to my investigation of superintendents’ identities and ultimately 
appreciating influences on their practices or behavior. 
 This selection of literature was examined to ground my conceptual framework for 
superintendent identity.  The selected literature presented in Tables 3 and 4 validates my 
conceptualization of superintendent identity as an influence on the district chief 
executive’s behavior or leadership practices.  Since the literature indicates position or 
roles corresponding to identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker & Burke, 
2000), the theoretical lens of identity theory was useful for developing a 
conceptualization of superintendent identity to inform my investigation into the self-
perceptions and role expectations of district chief executives.   
 
Superintendent Identity Conceptualization 
 Given the literature reviewed regarding the definition and formation or acquisition 
of identity, identity theory appears beneficial for developing an understanding of school 
district superintendents.  Figure 1 presents my emerging conceptualization of 
superintendent identity grounded by the work of identity theorists.  This 
conceptualization was used within the framework guiding my dissertation research.  
Elements of identity from different theorists’ conceptualizations were used in my 
superintendent identity framework: (a) external influences (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003), 
(b) reference group (Collier, 2001), (c) superintendent identity including role 
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expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perception (Thoits, 2003), and (d) 
leadership practices (Cast, 2003; Burke & Reitzes, 1981).  
 
Figure 1. Superintendent identity. 
 
 Figure 1 depicts superintendent identity as situated within the context of external 
influences and beneath the surface of a superintendent’s leadership practices.  This 
framework highlights the context as well as the influences that shape superintendent 
leadership practices.  Further, I conceptualize superintendent leadership practices as a 
manifestation of superintendent identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Given the 
literature of identity theorists I reviewed, school district chief executives most likely 




superintendents.  Further, how district chief executives describe and understand the 
superintendent identity may be relevant to their superintendent leadership practices.  The 
intent of my study was to investigate internal and external influences on superintendent 
identity, specifically from a sample of district administrators’ perceptions regarding the 
environmental context as well as potential influences of professional training, prior 
experiences, or other factors.  Heretofore superintendent identity, as well as its 
intersections with leadership practices and influences, has been absent from effective 
district leadership discourse. While this dissertation intentionally ignores the issue of 
superintendent effectiveness, my hope is to contribute to this discourse, by investigating 
self-perceptions and role expectations that influenced these district chief executives’ 
leadership practices or behavior.  Although within all professions individuals possess an 
identity as a worker (Thoits, 2003), my argument is that superintendent identity 
represents a significant line of inquiry given few other workers’ identities critically 
impact the future of children, communities, and ultimately the nation. Therefore, this 
dissertation offers a significant contribution to the education leadership literature.  Now, I 
will discuss each component separately as I further explore my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity. 
 External influences. Stryker and Burke (2000) explained that there are two 
complementary components of identity: (a) “social structural sources” (p. 288) and (b) 
“internal cognitive identity processes” (p. 288).  I conceptualized the “social structural 
sources” as external influences.  There are many environmental factors associated with 
the superintendency that I conceptualize as external influences, including education 
reform.  The conceptualization that emerged from my review of identity theory research 
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presupposes the superintendent’s role within a school district is influenced in some way 
by the environmental context of education reform.  Further, the context of education 
reform may influence superintendents’ leadership practices.  Although I explored the 
context of education reform, it is important to note that my dissertation research did not 
include quantitative methods aimed at determining the causality of superintendent 
behaviors related to education reform. 
 This study also examined other external influences on superintendent identity, 
including training.  Traditional preparation for school district leadership roles, in most 
cases, has included years of graduate school course work, practical experience, and 
administrative certification.  A doctorate in education is often a requirement for 
superintendents.  As such, training may have an influence on the superintendent identity.  
External influences will be reexamined and possibly modified in the analysis section. 
 Reference group.  From the literature, it can be inferred that superintendent 
identity is formed, in part, by looking within a district chief executive’s reference group 
for role models to measure up against.  Collier (2001) explained,  
I propose that the interaction with others that results in role identification 
must take place within a referent group, not just of “similar other” (Alexander and 
Wiley 1981:275), but of similar others for whom the role is “real” based on their 
experience in using the role as a resource to get actual group-valued tasks 
accomplished.  (p. 220) 
 
That is to say, the identity formation process involves individuals comparing themselves 
to a reference group.  Accordingly, superintendent identity may be influenced by looking 
to others who have previously served or are serving in the position of school district chief 
executives.  It is important to appreciate the influence of the reference group in 
understanding superintendents’ behavior or leadership practices. 
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 Superintendent identity. Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity 
are role expectations and self-perceptions.  According to Burke and Reitzes (1981), “In 
order to be (some identity), one must act like (some identity)” (pp. 90-91).  In essence, 
superintendents perceive themselves as whatever they conceptualize as a superintendent.  
Likewise, my conceptualization of superintendent identity presupposes that as an 
individual becomes a district chief executive, expectations of the district leadership role 
guide their actions.   
 Role expectations. Role expectations are important to understanding 
superintendent identity.  Stryker and Burke (2000) defined identities as “internalized role 
expectations” (p. 286).  I suspect leadership models popularized in education circles and 
training contributed to the development of role expectations that guide the actions of 
superintendents.  Northouse (2013) provided a comprehensive overview of the history of 
leadership theories and summarized approaches to leadership, including trait approach, 
skills approach, style approach, situational approach, and psychodynamic approach.  
Also, Northouse (2013) highlighted new and emerging theories, including 
transformational leadership, servant leadership, authentic leadership, and team leadership.  
Additionally, Leithwood and Duke (1998) classified the notion later popularized in 
education as distributive leadership.  Leadership practice models in the education 
literature have historically focused on the roles of the principal or superintendent.  In my 
research, I was interested in learning how these popularized leadership theories informed 
the superintendent identity of study participants. 
 Ultimately role expectations are important to understanding influences on 
superintendent identity as manifested by superintendent leadership practices.  I 
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hypothesized, if training influences superintendent identity, then developing an 
understanding of the role expectations of my study participants as superintendents would 
be significant to understanding their superintendent leadership practices.  Participants’ 
perceptions of influences to superintendent identity are addressed within the Findings 
chapter.   
 Self-perceptions. Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity, self-
perceptions are depicted as an internal component.  Thoits (2003) defined identity as 
“positions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptive” (p. 184).  
Further, Collier (2001) explained, “Identities are reflexively applied cognitions in the 
form of answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (p. 217).  Self-perceptions are an 
integral part of understanding an individual’s identity, which supports my use of self-
perceptions rather than perceptions of others within the conceptualization of 
superintendent identity as the emphasis for this study. A literature search for research 
related to superintendent identity produced no publications relevant to this study.  Given 
the dearth of literature focused on superintendents’ self-perceptions, this dissertation 
study sought to understand participants’ views of themselves as district chief executives 
and how they make sense of the superintendency.  Understanding these educational 
administrators’ perspectives is important, as superintendents wield significant influence 
within the school district, community, and society. 
 Leadership practices. Select literature reviewed in Tables 3 and 4 indicated the 
influence of identity on behavior (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker & 
Burke, 2000).  For example, Cast (2003) asserted, “Identities and behavior are 
reciprocally linked” (p. 51).  Correspondingly, in a published dissertation on the role of 
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the superintendent in academic achievement, Karbula (2009) found the core beliefs of the 
superintendent were connected to behaviors and decision making regarding instructional 
leadership.   
Posner and Kouzes’ (1988) conceptualization of leadership practices was used 
within this dissertation study.  These authors’ framework underlying their Leadership 
Practices Inventory (LPI) was useful for defining the behavior, leadership practices, or 
manifestations of superintendents’ identities at the center of my investigation (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2007; Posner & Kouzes, 1988, 1993, 1994).  This dissertation study includes 
superintendents behaviors or practices identified within the LPI instrument as leadership 
practices deemed successful by researchers: challenging the process, inspiring a shared 
vision, enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart.  
Furthermore, I selected the LPI instrument given its the framework underlying that 
includes a synthesis of leadership theories, including elements of some competency 
models.  Moreover, LPI appealed to me because it has been used in both education and 
noneducation sector research. 
Through an analysis of my participants’ self-perceptions and role expectations as 
district chief executives, I will illuminate the influence of superintendent identity on 
superintendent leadership practices.  While much of the literature regarding the 
superintendent focuses on determining the effectiveness of leadership practices, I believe 
researchers are remiss in overlooking the superintendent identity of district chief 
executives.  Only when the shared meaning superintendents ascribe to the 
superintendency is understood, including role expectations and self-perceptions as 
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superintendents, will more complex theories of transformation inclusive of effective 
district leadership practices emerge (Bowers, 2015).   
Summary 
 The selected literature presented in this review supported my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity.  Further, the literature I reviewed validated the importance of 
superintendent identity as an influence on superintendent behavior or leadership 
practices.  From the selected literature on identity, I demonstrated how the school district 
chief executive’s self-perceptions are a window to superintendent identity.  Further, how 
district chief executives describe and understand superintendent identity may contribute 
to a greater understanding of superintendent leadership practices, resulting in more 
complex theories of transformation given appeals from researchers (Bowers, 2015; 
Leithwood, 1995). 
 This dissertation study investigated whether participants perceived personal 
attributes, education reform, professional training, or other factors such as geography or 
prior experiences as influencing their identities as superintendents.  Because identity 
guides behavior, establishing the leadership influences of public school district chief 
executives is important in the process of appreciating the identities of these leaders as 
superintendents and explaining their practices as well as contributions to the 
transformation of the systems they lead.  Further, the conceptualization I presented in 
Figure 1 is essential to understanding the superintendent and explaining superintendent 




Understanding the Superintendent 
 
Overview 
 Understanding the school district superintendent is important for several reasons.  
First, superintendents wield a significant position of responsibility.  Superintendents’ 
leadership extends not only to the school district, but also within the community and 
political arena.  Second, superintendent leadership is arguably an important factor in the 
transformation of educational systems (Fullan, 2010; Gallucci, Knapp, Markholt, & Ort, 
2007; Smith & O’Day, 1991), as these district chief executives are charged with 
overseeing school districts.  Superintendents are ultimately responsible for implementing 
educational policy at the district level.  Given the organizational and political significance 
of the superintendent, it is surprising that researchers have not given more attention to 
understanding these educational administrators. 
 If leadership matters in educational administration theory and practice, then it 
follows that superintendents are significant to this discourse.  Glass (1993) asserted, 
It is not likely that America’s schools can restructure, reorganize and 
revitalize the educational process in the absence of clear executive leadership 
given by the superintendency. For this reason alone, the current and potential role 
of the superintendency and its future prospects is of more than passing concern to 
the education profession.  Until recently a general lack of cumulative research 
findings about the nature of the superintendency, its demographics and 
composition, served to inhibit personnel planning.  (pp. 38-39) 
 
This underscores that the superintendent has the potential to influence the sustainability 
or transformation of public education. 
The motivation for this dissertation study was to add to what is known about the 
public school district superintendent through district leaders’ self-perceptions regarding 
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their roles as well as the context of education reform.  Johnson (1996) considered 
superintendents’ leadership within the context of their districts and community to provide 
a greater “understanding of what leadership looks like in practice” (p. xiii).  Specifically, 
her study considered the context and responses to superintendents’ leadership.  Through 
my dissertation research, I seek to extend Johnson’s work toward understanding school 
district leaders.  However, while Johnson focused on what 12 new superintendents did to 
foster their leadership and the responses of their district communities, I seek to bring an 
understanding of superintendent identity, specifically. how these district leaders perceive 
their role, and the influences on their identities as superintendents that in turn guide their 
practices.  Education leadership literature will benefit from the development of a greater 
appreciation of the district chief executive, specifically superintendent identity, a missing 
element within theories of transformation.  Moreover, absent the inclusion of 
superintendent identity, theories of transformation are incomplete and will only lead to 
partial explanations of effective leadership. 
 
Frameworks for Understanding Superintendents 
 Besides adding to the literature focused on what superintendents do, Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995) contributed to a broader understanding of 
school district leaders. In the process of investigating educational leadership, these 
authors highlight the fact that the internal aspect of school district chief executives was 
missing from the discourse.  Musella and Leithwood (1990) asserted,  
Indeed, the goal of improving CEO’s contributions to their school systems 
depends more precisely not just on knowledge of what CEOs do but a fuller 
appreciation of (a) how variations in CEOs’ internal processes are related to 
variations in CEOs’ practices; and (b) how such variations in practices affect the 




In other words, superintendents bring their thoughts about their role, values, beliefs, and 
philosophies to their work.  Hence, understanding superintendents’ internal processes or 
superintendent identity is important to the investigation of superintendent leadership 
practices.  The issue of variation in district chief executives’ self-perceptions or role 
expectations as superintendents, while a concern connected to effective district leadership 
discourse, is outside the scope of this study.  Further, I contended that before attending to 
effectiveness or variations in superintendent leadership, first there must be an 
understanding of the superintendent identity and its relationship to leadership practices.  
Additionally, while the average parent or teacher may only be concerned with what 
manifests as a district chief executive’s decision-making and leadership practices related 
to their student or classroom, a missing research variable for considering how to impact 
policy as well as practice at the systems level is superintendent identity.   
 In Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) Toward better understanding Canadian CEOs, 
they presented a framework for understanding the nature, causes and consequences of 
what CEOs do (see Figure 2). Also, Leithwood (1995) provided a similar, yet distinct, 
framework for understanding school district leadership (see Figure 3).  Several authors 
have cited Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995), but none of the 
available literature extends the two frameworks to superintendents in the United States to 
develop an understanding of superintendent identity.  This was a motivating factor for my 




Figure 2. A framework for understanding school system administration. Adapted from 








Figure 4 presents my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents 
grounded by my conceptualization of superintendent identity and informed by the 
frameworks of Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  The simplistic 
preliminary framework I present here was developed to guide my research on the 
superintendent and did not assume the district or student was important to understanding 
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the district leader.  However, the framework is readdressed in the Discussion chapter and 
incorporates additional elements identified through my research. 
 
Figure 4. Framework for understanding superintendents. 
 Next, I discuss each component of my framework for understanding 
superintendents separately (see Figure 4).  The review of literature related to identity 
theory and superintendent leadership supports the components of my framework.  This 
section of the literature review includes an analysis of the limited available evidence 
relevant to the components of the framework presented in Figure 4: (a) external 
influences, (b) superintendent identity, and (c) superintendent leadership practices.  
The Superintendent’s external influences.  External influences were presented 
as part of my conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) grounded by the 
work of identity theorists.  Consistent with Stryker and Burke (2000), I considered 
superintendent identity as influenced externally and subsequently influencing a 
superintendent’s practices.  Environmental factors associated with school district 
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leadership are conceptualized within this component of my framework as external 
influences.   
Relevant prior literature regarding the superintendent’s external influences 
included both empirical studies and conceptual articles.  Fourteen articles were in the 
literature base related to the external influences specifically affecting school district 
superintendents (Bredeson et al., 2011; Glass, 1993; Crowson, 1987; Daly & Finnigan, 
2011, 2012; Daly et al., 2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski et al., 2011; Ornstein, 2005; 
Payzant, 2011; Sharp & Walter, 2004; Usdan & Cronin, 2003; Wright & Harris, 2010).  
For example, Bredeson et al. (2011) put forward an emerging theory of context-
responsive leadership based on the leadership practices of 12 superintendents that 
supported the importance of external influences. 
Moreover, Johnson (1996), in her study of 12 superintendents, considered the 
context of public education and the changing demands on school district leaders. She 
developed a model including three kinds of effective school district leadership supported 
by case studies of superintendents implementing reforms.  Johnson (1996) highlighted the 
politics these leaders encountered and asserted that leadership is shaped by the overlap of 
historical, community, and organizational contexts.  This supported the focus of my 
dissertation study on education reform initiatives and policies as external influences. 
Further, Sharp and Walter (2004) underscored the political nature of the 
superintendency and listed the responsibilities found in literature.  Daly et al. (2014) also 
highlighted the political context of superintendents’ work.  Given the work of these 
authors and Johnson (1996), the inclusion of politics is assumed within the Eternal 
Influences component of my framework.  However, my preliminary framework did not 
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include politics or education reform as separate components, as their influence on 
superintendents was to be investigated within the context of external influences.   
The selected literature I reviewed provided evidence to support the external 
influences component of my framework.  Specifically, the literature emphasized the 
impact of context on the superintendency, including education reform and politics.  
Education reform and politics are implicitly represented within the conceptual framework 
as external influences because I considered them as significant elements within the 
environmental context that frames my study.  The external influences component of this 
framework will be further refined and delineated within the Discussion chapter of this 
dissertation. 
Superintendent identity. My conceptualization of superintendent identity (see 
Figure 1) served as the basis for this component.  Superintendent identity was necessary 
to the development of my framework for understanding the superintendent (see Figure 4).  
Because identity depicts an individual’s perception of himself or herself within a role 
(Swann & Giuliano, 1987), and influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; 
Cast, 2003), the superintendent identity component occupies a central position within my 
framework.   
Selected literature related to identity presented in Tables 3 and 4 inferred that a 
school district chief executive’s self-perceptions and role expectations of their role make 
up their superintendent identity.  Moreover, the literature indicated superintendent 
identity influences the behavior or leadership practices of superintendents.  For this 
reason, I hypothesized that how participants describe and understand superintendent 
identity most likely has a bearing on their behaviors or leadership practices in the role. 
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Five studies relevant to this dissertation study were identified through a review of 
the literature: Pitner and Ogawa (1981), Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002, 2004), 
Alsbury and Whitaker (2007), Sanchez (2008), and Lofton (2010).  These relevant 
previous studies provide limited perceptions and experiences of school district 
superintendents.  The questions addressed in previous studies contributed to what is 
known about how superintendents think about their work and how they perceive their 
role regarding specific issues.  For example, Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2004) 
demonstrated how leaders preserve their sense of self despite challenges or crises. 
In summary, superintendent identity is important to understanding district chief 
executives and what influences superintendent leadership practices. As my 
conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) illustrated, role expectations 
and self-perceptions guide superintendents’ actions.  Thus, my investigation of the 
superintendent’s influences supported the goal of this dissertation study, understanding 
superintendents and how they make sense of the superintendency.   
The Superintendent’s leadership practices. As in my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity (see Figure 1), the leadership practices component of my 
framework was premised upon the assumption that the superintendent identity of a 
district chief executive influences his or her leadership practices.  Figure 1 depicts 
superintendent identity as situated beneath the surface of a superintendent leadership 
practices.  As leadership practices are a manifestation of superintendent identity (Burke 
& Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003), this component of my framework is significant to 
developing an understanding of the superintendent. 
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In my review of the literature, I identified 14 studies that examined the leadership 
practices or behaviors of superintendents: Johnson (1996), Golden (1999), Clisbee 
(2004), Sharp and Walter (2004), Hentschke et al. (2009), Charlton (2009), Lofton 
(2010), Wright and Harris (2010), Kultgen (2010), Redish (2010), Bredeson et al. (2011), 
Broderick (2011), Severson (2011), and Leithwood (2013, June).  Only three studies I 
identified in the literature used the LPI instrument to analyze superintendents: Clisbee 
(2004), Golden (1999), and Redish (2010).  However, these studies used the instrument 
for different analyses.  For example, Golden (1999) examined superintendents of districts 
with differing socioeconomic statuses.  Meanwhile, Clisbee (2004) compared others’ 
perceptions of male and female superintendents.  All of the studies I reviewed related to 
superintendent practices focused on the superintendent’s practices or behavior without 
considering their superintendent identity. 
Although I did not find studies in the leadership practices literature base relevant 
to understanding superintendent identity, two research findings regarding 
superintendents’ leadership practices or behaviors were relevant to my dissertation study: 
(a) there appears to be a connection between superintendent beliefs and practices in 
increasing student achievement, specifically for marginalized students (Fairbanks-Schutz, 
2010), and (b) context or environment may affect superintendent practices (Broderick, 
2011).   
The literature I reviewed highlighted the context as well as influences that shape 
superintendent leadership practices and support my framework for understanding district 
chief executives.  In summary, superintendent leadership practices reflect the 
superintendent identity of the district chief executive.  Therefore, the inclusion of the 
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superintendent leadership practices component within my framework presented in Figure 
4 seems warranted.   
 
Differences in the Preliminary Framework for Understanding Superintendents, 
Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) model, and Leithwood’s (1995) Framework  
 The preliminary framework I developed for understanding superintendents in 
Figure 4 uses some of the same elements of the frameworks introduced by Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  In my framework presented in Figure 4, as in 
Musella and Leithwood (1990) and in Leithwood (1995), the external context influences 
the leader’s practice.  Unlike Leithwood’s (1995) model, my framework does not include 
the element of student growth.  Further, while Leithwood (1995) focused on the political 
aspect of the superintendency and the effectiveness of superintendents, consistent with 
this author, politics was assumed as an external influence within my framework (Figure 
4).  Further, as I have already addressed, the effectiveness of superintendents was outside 
of the scope of this research. 
 Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) framework components are presented within 
their book along with related research centered on CEOs’ practices, CEOs’ internal 
processes, external culture and context, and school system culture and context.  The 
authors considered CEOs’ relationship to organizational culture and context separate 
from the external context.  In contrast, this dissertation study considers the organizational 
culture as well as the context to be implicitly included within the school district within 
my external influences component, as they are external to superintendent identity.   
Additionally, Musella and Leithwood (1990) focused, in part, on how organizational 
context shapes the actions of mostly Canadian CEOs, whereas the literature review 
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framing my dissertation study centers on the superintendent identity of Boston Metro 
Area district chief executives.  The influence of organizational context was implicitly 
included within the external influences component (Figure 4) that I also investigated 
within my study.  In addition, this preliminary framework for understanding 
superintendents did not specifically include a school district component, as its influence 
was unclear to me as I was developing my preliminary framework (Figure 4).  However, 
the influence of the school district is readdressed within the Findings and Discussion 
chapters.   
 Within the frameworks introduced by Musella and Leithwood (1990) and 
Leithwood (1995), internal processes influence the leader’s practice.  Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) contended internal processes “serve as screens or sense-making 
mechanisms giving rise to CEO’s actions; knowledge about such processes provides 
explanations for why CEOs act as they do” (p. 23).  Musella and Leithwood (1990) 
outlined prior research on school district leadership that excluded internal processes.  
Within their framework, internal processes included thought processes and values, 
beliefs, and educational philosophies.  However, I subsumed internal processes within my 
framework as superintendent identity.   
 
Summary 
 Appreciating superintendents’ external influences, leadership practices, and 
superintendent identity is important to extending the education leadership literature base 
related to the district chief executive and improving related theories as well as practices 
to improve student outcomes.  The literature emphasizes the impact of external influences 
or environmental factors on the superintendency, including education reform and politics.  
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Also, the work of identity theorists s suggests that superintendent identity influences 
superintendent leadership practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003). However, 
previous studies related to superintendent leadership practices or behaviors focused on 
the leader’s practices or behaviors without regard for superintendent identity. 
 Musella and Leithwood (1990) presented a framework for understanding the 
nature, causes, and consequences of what CEOs do, and Leithwood (1995) presented a 
framework for understanding school district leadership.  However, no available research 
has extended these frameworks to understand the s superintendent identity giving rise to 
the actions of school district chief executives.  Therefore, within this section of the 
literature review, I set out to extend and adapt Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) 
framework for understanding the nature, causes, and consequences of what CEOs do and 
Leithwood’s (1995) framework for understanding school district leadership through my 
framework presented in Figure 4.   
 The literature reviewed supported my examination of superintendent identity as a 
means of understanding influences to superintendent leadership practice.  Also, this 
review of literature was useful in developing my framework for understanding 
superintendents (see Figure 4).  Further, understanding the superintendent involves not 
only recognizing what they do, but also learning how she or he makes sense of the 




 The purpose of this literature review was to integrate literature regarding the 
school district superintendent’s role, conceptualizations of education leadership relevant 
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to the district chief executive, and superintendents’ leadership practices with identity 
theory research.  Within this literature review, I presented a conceptualization of 
superintendent identity (see Figure 1), grounded by identity theory literature.  I also 
offered a framework for understanding superintendents (see Figure 4), informed by 
education leadership literature, as well as the frameworks developed by Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Both the conceptualization of superintendent 
identity (Figure 1) and the preliminary framework (Figure 4) I offered in this review of 
literature were used to make sense of the data collected through my interviews with 
superintendents.  The methodology section of this dissertation describes my data analysis 
process in depth. 
 In conclusion, the literature available was insufficient to develop an adequate 
understanding of role expectations as well as self-perceptions that men and women 
responsible for overseeing education reform policies and practices at the school district 
level possess.  Therefore, a goal of my dissertation study is to offer findings and analysis 
related to the superintendent identity of my study participants in order to provide insights 
into these district chief executives.  Developing an understanding of school district 
superintendents is important, as they are individual actors within districts who implement 
policies and manage educational practice in the context of education reform.   
 
Connection to Research Questions 
 
 The intent of this dissertation study was to add to what is known about school 
district chief executives by investigating superintendent identity in the context of external 
influences and as manifestation of superintendent leadership practices.  Articles included 
73 
 
in this literature review were selected based on their relevance to my research questions.  
The conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) and framework for 
understanding superintendents (see Figure 4) serve as my guides for addressing the 
research questions in this dissertation study, including interviews and data analysis.   
Additionally, the following key research questions informed my investigation: 
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 
the development of their identities? 









In the preceding chapter, I outlined the research base underlying my dissertation 
study.  I also demonstrated how the research was useful for guiding my study.  The 
objective of this chapter is to disclose how data were collected and analyzed throughout 
the course of my study.  Next, I provide an overview of my methodology and outline how 




Within the limited body of literature regarding school district superintendents, 
there is insubstantial research regarding the superintendent identity.  Therefore, the goal 
of this dissertation was to describe participants self-perceptions and role expectations in 
order to understand the superintendent from the perspective of the school district chief 
executives I interviewed for my study.  To this end, my objectives were to conceptualize 
superintendent identity and develop a framework for understanding school district 
superintendents.  Three questions guided my dissertation study:  
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive 
themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential 
in the development of their identities? 
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3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendents’ self-perceived 
identities? 
A qualitative phenomenological approach was best suited for answering these 
questions, as the two overarching goals of phenomenological research are to provide a 
description and present an interpretation of the meaning that multiple individuals give to 
their experience (Creswell, 2003).  This chapter outlines the methodology of my study.  
What follows is a summary of my process for undertaking my dissertation research, 
including the background I bring to the research, the philosophical and theoretical 
orientations informing my study, and the methods of data collection and analysis I used. 
 
Positionality of Researcher 
 
As previously stated, this research was motivated by my personal experience as a 
student in Massachusetts and my interest in superintendent leadership.  Background 
experiences, as well as my interests and assumptions, may have contributed to biases 
within this study (Creswell, 2003).  Also, van Manen (1984) explained, 
If we simply try to ignore what we already “know,” we may find that the 
presuppositions persistently creep back into our reflections.  It is better to make 
explicit our understandings, beliefs, biases, assumptions, presuppositions, and 
theories in order then to simply not try to forget them again but rather to turn this 
knowledge against itself, as it were, thereby exposing its shallow or concealing 
character.  (p. 46) 
 
Therefore, to minimize my biases, I present my personal history, beliefs, and assumptions 
throughout this dissertation.  Explicitly stating my background and hypotheses about 
superintendent identity as well as conclusions regarding the literature conceptualizing the 
school district leader constitutes my efforts to guard against allowing my personal 
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knowledge and bias to cloud my vision or crowd out the voices of the superintendents 
included in this study.   
 
Philosophical and Theoretical Research Perspective  
This study used a qualitative research method approach defined by Berg (2009) as 
follows: 
systematically gathering enough information about a particular person, social 
setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively understand how the 
subject operates or functions.  (p. 317) 
 
Moreover, Denzin and Lincoln (2007), within their discussion of qualitative research, 
asserted that qualitative researchers “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of 
the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 5).  The goal of my 
dissertation research was consistent with these researchers’ definitions as I sought to 
understand the superintendency from the perspective of superintendents. 
The qualitative research perspective I selected for this dissertation study was 
phenomenology.  Later in this section, I provide the rationale supporting my dissertation 
study design and approach.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) outlined the eight historical 
periods of qualitative research in North America and situated phenomenology within “the 
blurred genres” (p. 23) period.  They explained strategies of qualitative research that 
emerged during this period faced what the authors referred to as “the crisis of 
representation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 4).  This struggle of representing the subject 
and self within research is a significant issue that researchers must grapple with; I address 
my struggle with this later in this chapter.  
An approach influenced by phenomenology was best suited for my dissertation 
study, as it is an interpretive qualitative approach that allowed me to uncover the meaning 
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that superintendents ascribe to the superintendency.  The strategies associated with 
phenomenology allowed me to present a sample of district chief executives’ self-
perceptions and role expectations as a means of studying superintendent identity.  
However, even a phenomenologically informed approach of using multiple first-person 
interviews is limited as a strategy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007; Trickett & Appiah, 2003).  
Denzin and Lincoln (2007) explained,  
Subjects, or individuals, are seldom able to give full explanations of their 
actions or intentions: all they can offer are accounts, or stories, about what they 
have done and why (p. 29). 
 
Nonetheless, within phenomenology, participants’ perceptions are vital to understanding 
the meaning of experience (Moustakas, 1994).   
The approach I used within this dissertation study was consistent with 
postpositivism as explained by Creswell (2003): 
In practice, postpositivist researchers view inquiry as a series of logically 
related steps, believe in multiple perspectives from participants rather than a 
single reality, and espouse rigorous methods of qualitative data collection and 
analysis.  They use multiple levels of data analysis for rigor, employ computer 
programs to assist in their analysis, encourage the use of validity approaches, and 
write their qualitative studies in the form of scientific reports, with a structure 
resembling quantitative articles (e.g., problem, questions, data collection, results, 
conclusions).  (p. 24) 
 
In other words, the philosophical beliefs associated with postpositivism are reflected 
within this study, including ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs.  Next, I 
discuss these three beliefs as they relate to my study. 
Ontological. Within this dissertation, I distill similarities from multiple 
superintendents’ perspectives.  This approach reflects a postpositivist ontological belief.  
Creswell (2003) described ontological beliefs associated with phenomenology: “a single 
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reality exists beyond ourselves” (p. 36), indicating that there is a commonality to 
objective experiences.   
Epistemological. Creswell (2003) also elaborated on the epistemological beliefs 
associated with phenomenology: “Reality can only be approximated.  But it is 
constructed through research and statistics” (p. 36).  This implied that I could 
approximate superintendents’ reality through my study.  This standpoint also reflected 
postpositivist beliefs. 
Axiological. Throughout the process of my dissertation study, I sought to 
acknowledge my personal experiences and hypotheses as I attempted to suspend my 
presuppositions (Creswell, 2003).  This is consistent with Creswell (2003) expounded on 
the axiological beliefs associated with phenomenology: “Researcher’s biases need to be 
controlled and not expressed in a study” (p. 36).  As I presented my biases and 
maintained a consciousness for how they may influence my research, I reflected the 
axiological aspect of postpositivist beliefs. 
 
Issues of Trustworthiness 
 
Issues of transferability and generalizability are not concerns associated with 
phenomenological research.  Polkinghorne (1989) explained,  
Rather than seeking to describe the mean and standard deviation of a group as it 
relates to the experience, the phenomenological concern is with the nature of the 
experience itself.  (p. 48) 
 
Thus, as my research was informed by phenomenology, my preoccupation was not to 
generalize findings or ensure the transferability of an individual superintendent’s self-
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Lincoln and Guba (1985), who were proponents of “naturalistic” (p. 7) or 
postpositivist inquiry, discussed issues of trustworthiness in research and recommended 
safeguarding against distortions, including bias.  By revealing and identifying potential 
biases, I acknowledged the impact of my presence through reflexivity (Creswell, 2003) 
within this study.  In a book addressed to contemporary ethnographers, Hertz (1997) 
explained the concept of reflexivity as implying  
a shift in our understanding of data and its collection—something that is 
accomplished through detachment, internal dialogue, and constant (and intensive) 
scrutiny of “what I know” and “how I know it.”  (pp. 7-8) 
 
Although this study was not designed as an ethnography, the concept of reflexivity was 
an important concern to me.  This notion of reflexivity extends to my consideration of 
methodology and data collection.  As the intent of this study was to investigate the self-
perceptions of superintendents, I determined the best means of data collection to prevent 
other people’s perspectives or judgments from overshadowing the perspectives of the 
study participants.   
Throughout the process of designing this research, I wrote memos explaining my 
personal values, describing my identity, and acknowledging my biases (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Maxwell, 2005).  My experiences as a Broad Resident and my professional 
background may have influenced participants’ candidness or in some cases, inspired 
feelings of camaraderie.  Despite the benefits of my prior experiences, my relationship to 
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the research could have been a risk if I operated from my assumptions or failed to 
acknowledge my biases while collecting or analyzing data.   
In piloting the research questions, I used for my dissertation study, I became 
aware of additional assumptions or biases I held.  Also, I realized my definition of 
education reform was not clear.  Recognizing my own biases represent the most serious 
validity threat to my study, I intentionally sought to mitigate this risk.  For example, since 
my perspective on education reform was developed in part through the Broad Residency 
in Urban Education professional development sessions, I sought to develop a broader 
perspective and definition of the concept.   
As I conducted my dissertation study, I acknowledged the main ways in which I 
might be mistaken and guarded against allowing my assumptions to prevail by writing 
personal notes as well probing for clarification of the meaning ascribed by participants.  
Through my research design, I used triangulation to deal with the bias inherent in the 
methods I selected to acquire data.  Also, I sought alternative explanations throughout the 
study and dealt with my inherent biases by reviewing the transcripts and recognizing 
where I needed to probe further through subsequent interviews.  Additionally, I attempted 
to remain conscious of my subjectivity and to ensure the participants’ true voice was 
clear in interviews. 
 
Credibility 
Throughout the process of my dissertation research, I endeavored to maintain an 
audit trail, as recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 283).  As I proceeded with 
this study, I maintained evidence and files including personal notes, audiotapes, and 
transcripts, as well as documentation of my data analysis process.  Lincoln and Guba 
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(1985) cautioned that all research data should be validated or triangulated.  Therefore, 
within my dissertation research, I validated the data through second interviews with each 
superintendent.  For example, the initial interviews were conducted during the annual 
budget cycle for school districts and the information provided by the superintendents 
seemed to be affected by the budget development or approval process.  Consequently, I 
conducted a second round of interviews at the beginning of the school year to validate my 
analysis.   
 
The Triple Crisis 
Denzin and Lincoln (2007) sounded the alarm about a predicament facing 
qualitative researchers and outlined the “triple crisis of representation, legitimation, and 
praxis” (p. 28).  Throughout the design and implementation of my research, I remained 
aware of these three issues and I made reasonable attempts to address them.  Next, I 
address this triple crisis as it related to my qualitative study.   
Representation. There is no denying the issue of representation that I faced in 
conducting a phenomenological study of superintendents.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) 
explained, “Qualitative researchers can no longer directly capture lived experience” (p. 
26).  While it was impossible for me to capture the experiences of superintendents at the 
moment of my interview, the strategies associated with phenomenological research 
seemed best suited to present the essence of my study participants’ first person accounts.  
Although I use direct quotations in my dissertation, they still represent my interpretation 
of my study participants’ statements. 
Legitimation. The issue of legitimation recognizes the challenges related to 
evaluating and interpreting research.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) proposed “a serious 
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rethinking of such terms as validity, generalizability, and reliability” (p. 26) in qualitative 
research.  In acknowledgment of the significance of these issues, I address each as it 
relates to my study. 
I considered internal threats to the validity of the qualitative data as I developed 
this study.  However, this threat could not be completely mitigated due to my limitations 
as a researcher and my role as data collection instrument.  Nevertheless, this study was 
designed with an eye for construct validity through the inclusion of multiple sources of 
evidence, as well as reviews of the draft report by a superintendent acting as my 
informant in examining the textural descriptions of the superintendency (Moustakas, 
1994; Yin, 2003).  Moreover, Moustakas (1994) explained, “In accordance with 
phenomenological principles, scientific investigation is valid when the knowledge sought 
is arrived at through descriptions that make possible an understanding of the meanings 
and essences of experience” (p. 84).  Therefore, through my investigation, I developed 
descriptions from multiple rounds of first-person interviews to produce valid 
understandings of my participants’ meanings.  Also, to safeguard the reliability of this 
study, an accepted phenomenological research process was followed.  Findings of this 
study may not be applicable generally to all district chief executives or specifically to 
individual superintendents.  The design of the study was intended to provide insight into 
commonalities of multiple superintendents’ experiences rather than generalizations. 
Praxis. Denzin and Lincoln (2007) asked, “Is it possible to effect change in the 
world if society is only and always a text” (p. 27).  From a phenomenological research 
perspective, the purpose of my study was to produce an understanding of the 
superintendent by providing detailed textual descriptions of my study participants’ self-
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perceptions and role expectations.  Also, this study attended to praxis by integrating a 
leadership practice framework with qualitative descriptions of leadership emanating from 
first-person accounts provided by my study participants to produce an understanding of 
the superintendent’s identity as district leader.  This may give rise to changes in the way 
the superintendency is perceived, offer possible explanations for superintendents’ 
practices, or how theories of reform or effective district leadership are framed.   
 
Rationale for the Qualitative Study Design 
 
The methods associated with qualitative research seemed aligned with my goal of 
capturing the superintendent’s perspective and presenting a “holistic, complex picture” 
(Creswell, 2003, p. 46).  Moreover, my focus on superintendents’ perspectives and 
concern for multiple viewpoints fits within the characteristics of qualitative research 
(Creswell, 2003).  Finally, I used qualitative research methodology as a means of getting 
“as close as possible to the participants being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 20) by 
gathering firsthand information through interviews.  The approach and methods I used in 
data collection and analysis are outlined later in this section.   
 
Phenomenological Research Approach 
 
The qualitative approach to inquiry used in my dissertation was informed by 
phenomenological research.  Phenomenology originates from psychology and philosophy 
(Creswell, 2003).  Edmund Husserl (2011), commonly recognized as the "father" of 
phenomenology says of phenomenology in relation to psychology:  
…what these investigations intended and must have intended was the preparation 
of a revealing introspection (enthüllenden Innenschau) of the thinking experience 
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private to the thinker and a description of the essence (Wesensdeskription) that is 
based on the pure givenness of experience (Erlebnisgegebenheiten) moving 
within pure introspection… the experiment to radically and systematically 
question the determinately corresponding manners of consciousness, for the 
subjective acts, structures of acts, the foundations of experience, in which such 
constructed concreteness becomes conscious and above all comes to evident self-
givenness (evidenter Selbstgegebenheit).  (pp. 280-281) 
 
Meanwhile, Mark Vagle (2019) provides a different perspective of phenomenology by 
reimagining traditions and concepts whereby phenomenon are conceived within this 
research approach.  Understanding there are varied forms of phenomenology (Vagle, 
2019), including different ontological beliefs, my research approach was informed by 
various aspects of this methodology.   
A research approach informed by phenomenology appealed to me because of its 
utility and use in prior education research (Creswell, 2003).  Additionally, Creswell 
(2007) explained, “The basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual 
experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (p. 58).  To this 
end, I elected to use an approach informed by aspects of phenomenological research to 
provide the data I needed to answer my research questions oriented toward developing an 
understanding of the school district superintendent. Key scholars informing my approach 
to research represented both psychology (Moustakas, 1994) and human science (van 
Manen, 1984, 2007, 2014).  In my dissertation study approach informed by 
phenomenology, significant attention is given to four “procedural activities” (van Manen, 
1984, p. 39): (a) determining the phenomenon of interest to focus on, (b) investigating the 
phenomenon as it is experienced, (c) reflecting on themes central to the phenomenon, and 
(d) producing a written description of the phenomenon.  Through my reflection and 
analysis, I present a description of the superintendent’s identity, including role 
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expectations, self-perceptions, and perceived influences.  Further, phenomenological 
research has been described as a preoccupation with commonalities in “the meaning for 
several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 
2007, p. 58).  My rationale for using a research approach informed by phenomenology 
was aligned with this definition.  First, this dissertation research focused on several 
superintendents rather than a single school district leader.  Second, my qualitative inquiry 
included data collected from superintendents to understand their perspectives on their 
experience firsthand.  Third, in my data analysis I described the commonalities of the 
superintendents. 
The specific approach to phenomenology that informed my research was 
empirical, transcendental phenomenology attributed to psychologist Moustakas 
(Creswell, 2007).  Empirical phenomenology has roots in psychology as well as a focus 
on experience to yield in-depth descriptions and to uncover the common significance of 
the experience to individuals (Moustakas, 1994).  Significant elements of the 
phenomenological method of research include epoché, phenomenological reduction, 
imaginative variation, and synthesis of composite textural and composite structural 
descriptions (Moustakas, 1994).  The focus on these aspects within my study was as 
follows:  
Epoché: Throughout the process of my dissertation study, I attempted to engage 
with participants and consider the data without applying my personal bias. 
Phenomenological reduction: Through the process of analysis and synthesis, 
individual descriptions were transformed into a common description of the meaning 
ascribed to the superintendency. 
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Imaginative variation: Multiple perspectives of the superintendency were 
considered throughout my research to develop a “composite structural description” 
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 141).  
Synthesis of composite textural and composite structural descriptions: Through 
data analysis and reflection on the composite structural description, I synthesized the 
meaning of the phenomenon or experience of the superintendency.  The findings from my 
dissertation study are presented and discussed in a later section. 
In summary, I selected phenomenology to inform my research approach for 
several reasons.  As with Moustakas’ (1994) approach, my research was focused on the 
experiences of superintendents.  Also, the methods of data analysis I used were consistent 
with transcendental phenomenology’s “systematic procedures for inquiry” (Creswell, 





In the interest of reflecting multiple viewpoints of superintendents, I used a 
purposive sampling strategy for my dissertation research.  In my research, the qualitative 
findings from a sample of superintendents were used to describe superintendent identity 
as perceived by these district chief executives.  My unit of analysis was the individual 
school district superintendent.  The study participants were determined through purposive 
sampling, as defined by Merriam (1998):  
Based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 
understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the 
most can be learned. . . The criteria you establish for purposeful sampling directly 
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reflect the purpose of the study and guide in the identification of information-rich 
cases.  (pp. 61-62) 
 
Both urban and suburban public school district superintendents were selected for this 
study to gain an understanding of similarities in superintendents’ self-perceived identities 
within these geographical settings.   
A maximum variation type of purposeful sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 
Merriam, 1998) was used to provide a variety of viewpoints from district superintendents 
who represented a range of district sizes, socioeconomics, and academic achievement in 
both suburban and urban contexts.  The 11 superintendents recruited for this dissertation 
study were from six cities and five suburbs.  In addition, the superintendents I recruited 
represented a cross section of school districts, including  
• high-performing and priority school districts  
• small, medium, and large school districts 
• communities with working-class and upper-class socioeconomic 
demographics 
The goal of my recruitment strategy for this study was to include a minimum of six 
participants, consisting of at least three superintendents within each of the two subgroups: 
urban and suburban.   
To summarize, my study included a sample of 6 participants from the 11 public 
school district superintendents recruited within Massachusetts who met the participant 
selection criteria of this study.  Polkinghorne (1989) confirms my sample of six 
participants is acceptable for phenomenological research: “The point of subject selection 
is to obtain richly varied descriptions, not to achieve statistical generalization” (p. 48).  
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To illustrate his point, Polkinghorne cited phenomenological research that included from 
three to 325 subjects.   
 
Participant Characteristics 
Participants were selected for my dissertation study who met the selection criteria 
of this research. Superintendents from both urban and suburban school districts in 
Massachusetts were recruited for my study using the following selection criteria: current 
or recently retired public school district superintendents who had served at least 2 years 
in their position.  Also, I identified my participants through consultation with my former 
academic advisor who had served in leadership within Massachusetts school districts.  
Attention was also given to variation in district size and the socioeconomics of the local 
communities in my sampling of school districts as well as those deemed both high-
performing and priority by the state department of education. 
An essential characteristic of the sample of participants in my study was that 
individuals had been in the role of superintendent for at least 2 years, to ensure they had 
sufficient time to develop an identity as district chief executive (Cast, 2003).  Also, I 
collected data on additional participant characteristics to use in my analysis.  Descriptive 
data were collected prior to the interview, through various available sources, including 
the Internet (e.g., the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
(2011) and school district websites), as a means of developing a holistic perspective of 
each superintendent and his or her school district context.  Additional demographic or 
personal data were gathered through the Pre-Interview Data Inventory I developed (see 
Appendix C).  All of the participants within my study were white and one participant was 
female.  Given the basis of identity within identity theory is roles, these characteristics of 
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my study participants were suitable for investigating their shared role expectations, self-
perceptions and meaning ascribed to themselves as district chief executives.   
 
Data Collection Methods 
 
Data Collection Rationale 
The data collection methodology of this dissertation study was informed by 
Moustakas’ approach to phenomenological research, as multiple in-depth interviews were 
conducted with open-ended questions focused on producing a descriptive understanding 
of the participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2007) or a textural description (Moustakas, 
1994) that depicted the superintendents self-perceptions.  Based on my research 
questions, I collected data from the school district superintendents in three key areas: (a) 
contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, and (c) superintendent identity.  The 
rationale for data collection appears in Table 5: 
Table 5  
Data Collection Rationale 
Data category Rationale 
Contextual issues Demographics and background issues are important to 
understanding potential influences on the participants’ 
leadership practices.  This category will help illuminate internal 
and external environmental factors, including participants’ self-
perceptions of the influence of contextual issues such as 




This information is important to understanding how the 
participants think and what preparation, personal values, needs 





As the conceptual lens for understanding the study population, 




Additionally, the study design facilitated data collection aligned to my research purpose.  
The link between data collection and research questions appears in Table 6:   
Table 6  
Data Collection Aligned With Research Questions 
 Research question 
Data collection category 1 2 3 













Preinterview data collection. Descriptive data were collected prior to the 
interview as a means of developing a holistic perspective of each superintendent and their 
context.  The qualitative data collected facilitated my descriptive report.  Also, the data 
were collected through various available sources, including the Internet and school 
district websites.  Additional demographic or personal data were gathered through written 
responses to the Pre-Interview Data Inventory (see Appendix C). 
Interview data. Qualitative interviews were selected as a means of data 
collection.  The interview format allowed more in-depth exploration as well as the 
opportunity to follow up or probe for greater clarity.  Interviews were conducted via 
telephone and lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Also, the interviews were conducted in a 
semi structured format (see Appendix D), recorded on a digital tape recorder, and I later 






For my dissertation study, the primary source of qualitative data was verbatim 
transcription of my research interviews.  As researcher, I recognized the challenges and 
time commitment associated with qualitative research, including data collection and 
reflection on interview transcripts (Creswell, 2007).  Moreover, I acknowledged the 
cumbersome nature of the process of reflection required for phenomenological research 
as outlined by van Manen (1984) as involving the analysis of themes as well as related 
statements to transform them into descriptions that captured the essence of the 
superintendent identity.   
Data analysis for my dissertation study followed the sequential approach to 
phenomenological analysis outlined by Moustakas (1994).  This five-step process 
includes (a) horizonalizing the data by giving equal weight to all participants experience, 
(b) developing “meaning units” (p. 118), (c) identifying distinct themes, (d) producing 
descriptions of the phenomenon of the superintendency, and (e) integrating descriptions 
of the superintendency to create an interpretation of the common meaning ascribed to the 
phenomenon.  Data analysis for my dissertation study included categorizing and coding, 
using the method prescribed by van Manen (1984), highlighting key phrases and 
considering what each statement reveals about the phenomenon of the superintendency, 
as this complemented Moustakas’ approach.   
Throughout my data analysis process, I also attended to the activities Miles, 
Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) referred to as “data condensation, data display, and 
conclusion drawing/verification” (p. 12).  The NVivo software tool facilitated my data 
analysis process.  Specifically, the program assisted me in condensing and displaying 
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data, which helped me to draw conclusions and see where the evidence confirmed or 
refuted my hypotheses.  Using NVivo also allowed for the constant comparison of my 
qualitative data, thereby enabling me to identify themes and develop emerging categories 
(Creswell, 2003). 
To develop units of meaning and uncover themes (Moustakas, 1994), I listened to 
the audiotaped interviews and then transcribed them verbatim.  Also, I reviewed the 
transcripts of individual superintendents multiple times in the process of coding.  The 
coding process I used included four cycles.  First, I developed a provisional list of codes 
aligned with my research questions and the literature framing the study (see Appendix F).  
Through a word frequency query in NVivo, I identified additional codes.  For example, 
the words “leadership,” “district,” and “education” were added to my list of codes as a 
result of my query.  Next, I identified descriptive codes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 
2014) or topical codes associated with passages in the individual transcripts.  Then I was 
able to apply in vivo codes to the data (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) from phrases 
used repeatedly by the superintendents.  Appendix G provides the full list of codes I used 
in NVivo for data analysis.  These descriptive terms facilitated the process of identifying 
in vivo codes.   
In my fourth cycle of coding, I condensed the data into pattern codes (Miles, 
Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  The process of developing pattern codes is also consistent 
with the third step of phenomenological analysis outlined by Moustakas (1994).  Also, 
pattern codes were useful in developing a description as outlined in Step 4 of analysis 
prescribed by Moustakas.  Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña’s (2014) guidance on writing a 
narrative description was also instrumental.   
93 
 
 Some of the initial codes were not useful as I proceeded with my analysis.  
Throughout the coding process, I created additional codes to help organize the data, 
including great quotes, as recommended by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014).  
Additionally, the following codes emerged during my analysis of participant interviews: 
(a) communication, (b) identity, (c) motivation, (d) policy, (e) politics, (f) student 
achievement, (g) urban education, and (h) vision.  Although the code “external 
organization” had limited utility during my coding process, three transcripts were coded 
at this node:  Superintendent C discussed outside perceptions; Superintendent D 
mentioned relationship with the town; and Superintendent E described “moral and 
external political pressure.” Further, during the data analysis process I added the code 
“challenges,” however, I later came to the realize the code did not accurately reflect what 
was contained within that node.  Although some of the data related to the challenges 
superintendents experience, in my analysis they seemed to relate to the tensions between 
these superintendents’ beliefs or thoughts and external or job-related pressures.  I 
subsequently deleted the “challenges” node.  Some of the data initially captured within 
the “challenges” and “external organization” codes are explored within the Contextual 
Factors section in the Findings chapter.   
As I proceeded with rounds of coding, the following codes did not prove useful: 
urban education, district, internal organizational, personal, policy.  Only Superintendent 
B and Superintendent C discussed urban education.  The code “district” was used twice: 
once with Superintendent D in the first interview and once with Superintendent B in the 
second interview. However, the interview excerpts coded at the “district” node did not 
seem to have any relationship.  While the superintendents did not speak much about the 
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district, they did speak about the people who comprise the district: teachers and students.  
Although I did not use the code “policy,” superintendents mentioned specific policies in 
responding to the interview questions regarding education reform and their role related to 
student achievement.  Finally, I deemed the code “personal” as too broad to classify my 
study participant data.  Although superintendents’ motivations and anecdotes could be 
classified as personal, I chose to code them differently. 
As I concluded the multiple rounds of coding, I was struck by how often I was 
tempted to assume a universal theme based on interviews with one or two 
superintendents who kept turning the interview back to a particular theme.  However, 
data analysis was useful for discerning themes from personal anecdotes.  Through rounds 
of coding and analysis centered on the areas of leadership influences, contextual factors, 
and superintendent identity, several themes emerged.  I subsequently analyzed these 
themes to organize my phenomenological description of the lived experience of the 
superintendency or the portrait that I present in the Analysis section of the Findings 
chapter.  Also, after my initial interviews, I analyzed the transcripts and found much of 
the data revolved around what was going on at the time of the interview, predominantly 
the budget process or community-wide discussions.  This revelation prompted me to 
conduct the second round of interviews at the beginning of the school year.  Much of 
what superintendents discussed during the second round of interviews seemed influenced 
by the recent release of student achievement data.  Contextual factors will be discussed in 
depth in the Findings chapter. 
 Furthermore, as I thought about my research questions and data, I recognized the 
Leadership Practices section of my interview protocol (see Appendix D) pointed to the 
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role of the superintendent and what superintendents do.  Although my research questions 
did not provide enough data to support any research conclusions regarding a causal 
relationship between superintendent identity and leadership practices, the questions were 
useful in gaining insight into these superintendents’ perceptions of superintendent 
identity.   
 
Summary and Conclusion 
 
 To reiterate, the purpose of this Methodology section was to detail the steps 
entailed within my dissertation study of superintendent identity, including the research 
approach and study design. Also, in this section I described my participant sampling, 
characteristics, recruitment, and selection.  This section also included a discussion of my 
data collection and analysis.  Within this section, I outlined my philosophical 
assumptions and interpretive lens as well as the procedures used in my study that aligned 
with a phenomenological approach to inquiry. 
 A qualitative research approach was best suited to accomplish the goal of my 
study as earlier I outlined how phenomenology informed my research procedures.  
Further, a study design informed by phenomenology was useful for addressing my 
research questions.  Moreover, I outlined how I addressed issues of trustworthiness and 
acknowledged that despite the use of a study design that incorporated phenomenological 
strategies, I was unable to fully mitigate the issues inherent within the triple crisis facing 
qualitative researchers: representation, legitimation, and praxis.  Finally, I acknowledged 
the methodology used within my dissertation research had a direct bearing on the 
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In the previous chapter, I outlined the approach inspired by phenomenology that 
informed the data collection and analysis for my dissertation research.  This chapter 
presents findings related to the three key areas of my data collection protocol: (a) 
contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, and (c) superintendent identity.  The 
objective of this chapter is to make meaning of the data I collected and analyzed using 
codes as well as analytic memos in relationship to my literature review.  Next, I will 
overview the findings of my study in answer to my research questions: 
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 
the development of their identities? 





In summary, this dissertation was intended to describe and understand 
superintendent identity from the perspective of a sample of public school district chief 
executives.  This chapter outlines the findings from my research involving Boston Metro 
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Area public school district superintendents.  The findings include participants’ individual 
descriptions of self-perceptions and role expectations related to superintendent identity.  
However, consistent with the methodology of this dissertation study, I present my 
findings and analysis as a representation of participants’ descriptive understanding 
(Creswell, 2007) or textural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994) of what it means to be a 
superintendent. Moreover, I provided my interpretation of study participants’ shared self-
perceptions and role expectations as district chief executives.  Further, this chapter 
includes a portrait of the superintendent identity supported by my study findings, 
including common or shared experiences and themes or patterns that emerged through 
participant interviews. 
The first section provides background information regarding my dissertation 
study, including the governance of Massachusetts public schools and descriptions of the 
school districts led by each study participant.  Also, I provide the demographic 
characteristics, professional experience, and education of my study participants.  
Additionally, the first section includes profiles of the superintendents who participated in 
my study. 
In the second section, I present the findings of my dissertation study.  Also, the 
second section contains analysis of data obtained through interviews with study 
participants.  This section includes emerging themes identified from study participants’ 
descriptions of their experiences.  In addition, the analysis of my study findings is 




Participant and District Information 
 
What follows is a brief account of the superintendent participants, as well as the 
districts represented within this study.  Given the number of study participants, I present 
an overview of the demographic information for this study to maintain the confidentiality 
of individual participants.  Further, within this dissertation I have replaced 





Figure 5. Study participant pseudonyms. 
 
District Context 
Massachusetts school districts are governed by school committees.  However, the 
governance structures of school committees differ between cities and towns.  Also, some 
city school committees are chaired by the mayor, while others are appointed.  In some 
cities, the mayor sits on the school committee but does not serve as the chairperson.   
An overview of study participants is presented in Table 7.  The research I 
conducted included superintendents from a cross section of suburban and city public 
school districts in the metropolitan Boston area of Massachusetts.  I was careful to 
include a cross section of superintendents of high-performing and average-performance 
school districts.  Additionally, consistent with maximum variation of sampling (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 1998), I recruited superintendents from a range of district sizes 
 
  Superintendent Anderson      Superintendent Carter    Superintendent Edwards 
 
Superintendent Brennan  Superintendent Dougherty  




and communities with both working-class as well as upper-class socioeconomic 
demographics for my study. 
 
State Context 
Under the Framework for District Accountability and Assistance, the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education designates schools 
and districts as Level 1-5, with the highest performing districts classified as Level 1.  Of 
the six districts represented within my study, three were classified as Level 2 and three 
were classified as Level 3.  Interestingly, the city districts were classified as Level 3, and 
the suburban districts were classified as Level 2.  None of the districts represented within 
this study included schools identified as Level 4 or lower.  Further, in the interest of 
purposive sampling (Merriam,1998), in my study I enrolled three districts with a 
population of less than 15% low-income students, based on eligibility for free and 
reduced-price lunch; the remaining districts had almost one half, two thirds, and three 
fourths low-income student populations. 
Table 7  
Study Participants 















Prior work experience  
Teacher 6 
Vice or assistant principal 2 
Principal 2 
District administrator 6 
Department of Education 1 
Superintendent 4 
 









Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
district designation level 1-5  
 
Level 1 0 
Level 2 3 
Level 3 3 
Level 4 or lower 0 
  









Table 7 displayed demographics for study participants in my dissertation research.  
Participant demographics for this study were consistent with those within the 
superintendent profession.  Five of the six superintendents were White males and one 
superintendent was a White female.  All participants within this study held educational 
degrees.  Five of the superintendents had attained a doctorate, and the highest degree of 
one superintendent was a master’s in education.  Only two superintendents participated in 
specialized training or preparation programs for the superintendency.  All of my study 
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participants were teachers prior to the district chief executive role; however, only two had 
experience as principals.  Meanwhile two of my research participants were assistant or 
vice principals prior to assuming superintendent roles. 
What follows is a portrait of my study participants followed by profiles of each 
superintendent. These profiles provide an overview of how each superintendent described 
or made sense of their role.  In the Analysis section of this chapter, I analyze the 
participants’ individual descriptions and highlight common themes, qualities, or 




 Admittedly the superintendent portrait that emerged from my study is constrained 
because participants were restricted to the Boston-metropolitan area of Massachusetts.  
According to racial statistics, at the time of my study the Massachusetts population was 
over 80 percent White (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  Therefore, in light of the localized 
context, my research represents the perspectives of white superintendents in 
Massachusetts.  Further, given the population of Massachusetts superintendents 
(Encarnacao, 2010), my study participants were a representative sample of the majority 
White male district chief executives.  Nevertheless, the representation of factors or 
characteristics such as gender, race, preparation, district size, socioeconomics, or 
geography associated with the superintendency are outside of the scope of this study. 
Furthermore, my dissertation does not add to the discourse regarding these factors 
established by prior studies: Golden (1999), Glass (1993), Hentschke et al. (2009), 
Ornstein (1991), Björk and Kowalski (2005), Crowson (1987), Bredeson et al. (2011), 
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Wright and Harris (2010), Groholski (2009), Tate (2007), Wimpelberg et al. (1989), 
Waters (2008), Lutz and Iannaccone (1978), Horsford (2010), and Payzant (2011).  In the 
Discussion I will return to address implications of the population sample of my study. 
Much of the prior literature did not recognize what the superintendent’s identity 
brings to bear in school district administration.  Therefore, the aim of my dissertation 
study was to address this gap in the literature by investigating superintendent identity.  
Given my research focus, the following profiles provide an overview of how each 
superintendent described or perceived themselves. 
Superintendent Anderson.  At the time of this study, Superintendent Stacy 
Anderson led one of the largest city districts in the metropolitan Boston area.  The school 
district community’s racial demographics included majority populations of approximately 
40% White and 30% Black residents.  This school district was designated as Level 3 
under the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s 
Framework for District Accountability and Assistance at the time this research was 
conducted. 
Superintendent Anderson possesses a doctorate in education.  Also, 
Superintendent Anderson is a self-described “educator” and explained the 
superintendency consists of two major responsibilities: leading staff and interacting with 
the Board of Education.  One of the salient points from this superintendent’s interview 
was the portrayal of the district chief executive as an advocate.  Additionally, this study 
participant offered a description of the major role of school district superintendent: 
to create a marriage between two core values that are sometimes seen as being in 
conflict or in competition: those are academic excellence and social justice.  …I 
don’t think that any school or district has the right to stake a claim that it has 
academic excellence unless it has that for all kids and likewise, I don’t think that a 
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school or district has the right to wave the flag of social justice unless it’s built on 
a foundation of academic excellence. 
 
This superintendent took exception to the terminology within my interview protocol 
related to education reform:  
…I find the term a little objectionable.  I’m much more interested in 
education improvement.  So reform is, as I said I don’t ever use the term, but what 
I understand reform to be now is some set of laws, regulations, policies, tests, 
standardized curriculum that descend upon school districts from on high…often 
propagated by noneducators. 
 
As I highlighted earlier, Superintendent Anderson described the conundrum cited by 
several other study participants related to their identity as superintendent: “This identity 
thing has become bigger the more experienced I get.  What is the part of me that is not a 
superintendent?”  Further, the major influences on superintendent identity identified by 
Superintendent Anderson were other people and the birth of a child.  Moreover, 
Superintendent Anderson’s primary self-perceptions or identities beyond the district chief 
executive, revealed through interviews, were spouse and parent.   
This study participant described identity within the context of the superintendency 
as “the voice of the under 18 set.”  Superintendent Anderson continued:  “My job is to 
articulate the needs of people who can’t vote.  To be a voice for them and advocate for 
them at every turn.” At the time of this study, Superintendent Anderson had served in the 
capacity of superintendent for approximately 4 years.  Prior to the superintendency, 
Superintendent Anderson had held school or district positions for over 20 years, 
including teacher and assistant superintendent.   
Superintendent Brennan. Superintendent Kelly Brennan led the smallest city 
district included in my study.  Despite the size of the district, this superintendent pointed 
to issues cited by other city superintendents, including challenges with the budget and 
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unions.  This school district community’s racial demographics included majority 
populations of approximately 30% White and 20% each of Asian, Hispanic, and Black 
residents.  At the time of my study, this school district was designated as Level 3 under 
the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s Framework for 
District Accountability and Assistance. 
In addition to specialized training or participation in a superintendent preparation 
program, Superintendent Brennan earned a doctorate in education.  Superintendent 
Brennan depicted the role of the superintendent as “a giant teacher” and described a 
career trajectory that culminated at the superintendency: 
…I taught for several years and I started to recognize that whether it was 
union issues, whether it was the way administration was dealing with kids, or 
discipline… I recognized that the only way you get to begin to influence the 
culture of the building, the culture of the district is you have to move up in a 
administrative capacity. 
 
At the time of this study, Superintendent Brennan had served in the capacity of 
superintendent for approximately 6 years and held prior school or district positions, 
including teacher, vice or assistant principal, and assistant superintendent.  
Superintendent Brennan identified the major influences on superintendent identity 
as training, former principals or supervisors, and professional reading.  While describing 
self-perceptions, this superintendent stated: “I am a person who believes education is a 
great equalizer and every child deserves the right to be a superintendent someday.”  
Additionally, Superintendent Brennan described identity within the context of the 
superintendency: “I am a facilitator to ensure children have the right to have a successful 
economic future.”   
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Superintendent Carter. Superintendent Pat Carter led another city district in the 
metropolitan Boston area.  This school district community’s racial demographics 
included majority populations of approximately 40% Hispanic, 35% White, and 10% 
Black residents.  Superintendent Carter described this community as “densely populated” 
and highlighted challenges of leading this district with a high percentage of students who 
are both mobile and from non-English-speaking homes.  At the time of this study, the 
school district was designated as Level 3 under the Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education’s Framework for District Accountability and 
Assistance. 
Superintendent Carter holds a master’s degree in education.  Also, this 
superintendent participated in a specialized training program in preparation for the 
superintendency.  Additionally, Superintendent Carter used several phrases to depict the 
superintendency, including “juggler,” “people manager,” “business manager,” “teacher,” 
“change agent,” “instructional leader,” and “political scientist.” Furthermore, in the 
context of managing education reform initiatives, Superintendent Carter used the 
illustration of a “synthesizer.”  While Superintendent Carter also used the term “business 
manager” in discussing the role of district chief executive, consistent with other study 
participants, this superintendent explained, 
If a superintendent is not an educational leader, then…he or she may be 
perceived as a businessman or woman as compared to an educator.  I think all 
administrators are educators… I don’t think we can ever lose that… 
 
Beyond spouse, parent, and grandparent, this study participant described their 
superintendent identity: “I’m a professional educator and coach.” 
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The major influences on superintendent identity identified by Superintendent 
Carter included family, upbringing, a spouse, and prior experiences.  Superintendent 
Carter’s primary self-perceptions or identity, revealed through interviews, were that of 
spouse and parent as well as “advocate.”  This superintendent’s response to the question 
“who am I?” was intriguing in the context of my dissertation research related to identity.  
Superintendent Carter expounded on identity in the context of the superintendency and 
revealed beliefs shared by other study participants: 
I believe that who you are and what you do for a living somehow merge 
after some period of time. . . . I think we pick up skills in our professional life 
which translate to our personal lives and then … we have experiences in our 
personal lives that translate into our professional lives.   
 
At the time of this study, Superintendent Carter had served in the capacity of 
superintendent for approximately 8 years and held prior school or district positions, 
including teacher, principal, and assistant superintendent. 
Superintendent Dougherty. Superintendent Casey Dougherty led the largest 
suburban district included in my study.  This school district community’s racial 
demographics included majority populations of approximately 55% White and 20% 
Asian residents.  During my second interview, Superintendent Dougherty highlighted the 
influence of the community’s values.  Moreover, this superintendent recounted 
challenging the community to honor its espoused values.  At the time of my study, this 
school district was designated as Level 2 under the Massachusetts Department of 




Superintendent Dougherty echoed other study participants in portraying the role 
of the superintendent as “advocate.” Furthermore, Superintendent Dougherty grappled 
with the issue of identity, similar to other superintendents I interviewed:  
I worry quite a bit that this role becomes who I am.  I worry about that and 
I see that. . . that’s the one thing I really yell at people about is not letting the job 
become who they are. 
 
At the time of this study, Superintendent Dougherty had served in the capacity of 
superintendent for approximately 4 years and held prior school or district positions, 
including teacher, vice or assistant principal, and assistant superintendent.  Additionally, 
this superintendent earned a doctorate in education.   
Superintendent Edwards. Superintendent Francis Edwards led another suburban 
school district in the metropolitan Boston area.  The school district community’s racial 
demographics included majority populations of approximately 75% White and 10% 
Asian residents.  At the time of this study, this school district was designated as Level 2 
under the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s 
Framework for District Accountability and Assistance.  Although Superintendent 
Edwards led a suburban district, a challenge this superintendent, as well as city school 
district chief executives, shared with me was dealing with unions.   
In addition to participating in a specialized preparation program for the 
superintendency, Superintendent Edwards possesses a doctorate in education.  What 
struck me from my interview with this superintendent, and others, was the notion of the 
superintendency as a natural progression that followed teaching and school 
administration.  Interestingly, one of the terms Superintendent Edwards used to describe 
the role of superintendent was “instructional leader.”  At the same time, in an interview, 
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Superintendent Edwards expounded on the political nature of the superintendency, 
reiterating what other study participants expressed to me: 
There is moral and external political pressure.  Unless [a] high needs 
population is achieving, the district won’t earn a Level 1 designation.  It comes 
back to budget ... You have to have everyone on board…My role is not direct, but 
strong indirect.  [I] have to set vision…be [the] voice for that and create 
structures.  Unless [a] superintendent puts [their] foot on [the] accelerator, it’s not 
going to happen on its own in a district—[there is] too much work and focus. 
 
Moreover, in the context of managing education reform initiatives, Superintendent 
Edwards emphasized the importance of the superintendent’s role in keeping teachers 
from feeling overwhelmed. 
The major influences on superintendent identity identified by Superintendent 
Edwards included teaching experience, teacher preparation, upbringing and reading.  This 
superintendent’s response to the question “who am I?” was intriguing in the context of 
my dissertation research related to identity: 
I am at essence a teacher.  So even though I take on all these roles of 
management, leadership…in any of those roles I am helping people to better 
understand their job, what they need to do, how they need to be accountable.  And 
that’s all teaching.  It’s just doing it in a different way…instead of teaching 
children or high school students mathematics, whatever the topic might be, I’m 
helping teach people how to do their jobs better, and how to think through 
problems...   
 
At the time of this study, Superintendent Edwards had served in the capacity of 
superintendent for approximately 3 years and held prior school or district positions, 
including teacher and assistant superintendent. 
Superintendent Fox. Superintendent Chris Fox led the smallest suburban district 
included in my study.  This school district community’s racial demographics included 
majority populations of approximately 55% White and 30% Asian.  Superintendent Fox 
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characterized this district community as upper-middle class and described an evolution in 
the racial demographics of this town:  
…very different than any other place you’ve ever been to because we’re rapidly 
changing in terms of our ethnic diversity.  In one of our schools, we’re 50% 
White and 50% of people from all over the world. 
 
Additionally, this school district was designated as Level 2 under the Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s Framework for District 
Accountability and Assistance at the time of this study. 
Superintendent Fox earned a doctorate in education.  Interestingly, Superintendent 
Fox’s response to the question “who am I?” was a “learner and a leader.”  Additionally, 
Superintendent Fox echoed other superintendents in this study who described their roles 
and major issues or themes, including unplanned career progression to the 
superintendency; the importance of articulating a vision; and political elements of the 
superintendency.  Furthermore, Superintendent Fox described an effective 
superintendent: 
You need what some people would describe…[as] rhino skin.  [You] can’t 
get crushed when people don’t like your ideas or say things about you.  Have the 
courage of convictions; [do] not waiver because of political pressure.  People 
follow people they respect.  If a leader is not confident in who they are and [their] 
ideas, they are not going to be followed.  People want to know they are not going 
to run and will provide support.  [You] must be realistic, inspire, confident; can’t 
be putting [your] finger in [the] air to see which way the wind blows—[you] 
won’t be effective.  [You] might seem arrogant because [you] deeply believe in 
ideas.  You can’t be a leader unless you are willing to put [your] neck out for your 
ideas because if you don’t, nobody’s going to follow you.  An effective 
superintendent will convince people if they follow them, they’ll get results.  If 
people don’t think they have skills to accomplish [a]vision, they won’t follow.  




At the time of this study, Superintendent Fox had served in the capacity of superintendent 
for approximately 9 years and held prior school or district positions, including teacher 
and assistant superintendent. 
 Taken together, the responses of my study participants present a portrait of these 
superintendents as individuals with multiple identities, a unique background as well as 
motivations for their chosen career. Overall this sample of White Massachusetts 
superintendents shared several characteristics: they all possessed an advanced degree in 
education and were former teachers as well as educational administrators prior to 
assuming the role of district chief executive.  While these study participant profiles do 
not constitute a representative sample of superintendents, they were useful in developing 
a more accurate image of the district chief executive than what currently exists in the 
literature. In the next section, through analysis of my participants’ interview responses I 
will highlight commonalities in how they characterized themselves, thereby providing a 
description of superintendent identity nuanced by the perceptions and descriptions of 
these school district chief executives. 
 
Summary 
 In this section, I presented background information that was important to 
understanding how the district chief executives who participated in my study described 
and perceived themselves, as well as their perceived influences on superintendent 
identity.  Also, in this segment of my dissertation I outlined demographics and key 
contextual issues within the state of Massachusetts as well as within individual districts.  
Finally, I presented profiles of my study participants, including the illustrations and 
analogies they used to describe the superintendency.  The district chief executives I 
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interviewed from both city and suburban districts spoke of a host of issues, including 
grappling with actualizing community values and balancing superintendent identity with 
their other identities (e.g. spouse, parent).   
 Superintendent profiles were provided in keeping with the goals of my 
methodological approach, informed by phenomenology, to help produce a portrait of 
these district chief executives.  Although the profiles of my study participants do not 
constitute a representative sample of district chief executives, they contribute to my 
depiction of superintendent identity.  Additionally, the profiles of my study participants 
present an image of the superintendent as a person with a unique background and 
motivation for their chosen career.  Rather than the monolithic organization or district 
entity that has been criticized in the literature (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; 
Spillane, 1998), I present the superintendent as an individual. 
 
Findings and Analysis 
 
Overview 
This dissertation offers a description of superintendent identity that has been 
absent in the education leadership discourse.  Given the minimal amount of available 
research focused on understanding superintendents, specifically superintendent identity, a 
goal of this dissertation study is to provide a spotlight for self-perceptions and role 
expectations of school district administrators.  Further, my study findings regarding these 
superintendents’ self-perceptions address a gap in education leadership literature.  To 
date, much of the education leadership research base has been focused on the school 
principal. Additionally, effective district leadership research has centered on 
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superintendent behaviors or practices.  In my analysis, education research has not 
recognized superintendent identity, thereby precluding more complex theories of 
transformation or effective district leadership (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; 
Scheerens, 2013). Moreover, I hypothesize superintendent identity accounts for a portion 
of the variance in school district chief executives’ behaviors or leadership practices.  In 
the next chapter I will expound on this notion of superintendent identity as a missing 
variable in current education leadership as well as effective district leadership discourse. 
Within this section, I summarize my findings and analysis from data collected for 
my dissertation study that was organized into three areas: superintendent identity, 
leadership influences, and contextual factors. As I stated in the Methodology chapter, 
these three areas were important to organizing my data collection aimed at addressing my 
research questions.  However, to achieve the overall goal of my research, in this section I 
utilize the components of my preliminary framework for understanding the 
superintendent (Figure 4) to organize my findings and analysis: (a) superintendent 
identity, (b) superintendent influences, and (c) superintendent leadership practices.  
Additionally, I situate my findings within the context of literature I reviewed in Chapter 
II as the basis of my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent.  In this 
section I also present emerging themes that I developed through data analysis.  What 
follows are key study findings in response to the research questions guiding my 
dissertation study.  First, I present my findings related to superintendent identity.   
 
Superintendent Identity 
What follows are findings from my study regarding a sample of district chief 
executives.  In other words, I offer interpretations of how my study participants made 
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meaning of their experiences and described or perceived themselves as district chief 
executives in order to develop an understanding of superintendent identity.  Existing 
education leadership literature does not supply a lens for understanding individuals 
carrying out the responsibilities of the superintendency, specifically their role 
expectations and self-perceptions within the district chief executive role.  Given most 
authors I presented in the literature review provided only their limited perspective of the 
district chief executive, my intent was to describe superintendent identity from the 
perspective of individuals holding this district administration position.  Moreover, seeing 
as I concluded from my review of literature that education leadership, including that of 
the superintendent, appears ill-defined, my study findings are an important contribution 
to research.   
In view of the literature I presented earlier (Burke & Reitzes, 1981) framing 
identity as influencing behavior, it follows that superintendent identity is important to 
understanding the leadership behaviors of school district chief executives.  Consideration 
of superintendent leadership practices in relation to superintendent identity may have 
promoted the development of more robust research than prior studies focused on 
leadership practices in isolation. Focusing on leadership practice alone does not provide a 
means for understanding the behavior or practice of district chief executives.  Therefore, 
my dissertation study was designed to offer superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations as district chief executives as well as their perceived influences on these 
district chief executives’ leadership practices.  All things considered, leadership practices 
taken together with superintendent identity offers a more comprehensive representation 
of the district chief executive. 
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As I outlined in my literature review for this study, key conceptual thinkers 
defined the superintendent as director, guide, and chief teacher of administrators within a 
school district; and major elements, components, or processes associated with education 
leadership included system management, budgeting, school board relations, public 
relations, as well as directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Many of the key thinkers 
I reviewed focused on presenting what superintendents do rather than who the individuals 
are within the superintendent ranks.  In other words, much of the literature I examined 
failed to consider superintendent leadership practices within the context of superintendent 
identity.  Meanwhile, although she did not explicitly address superintendent identity, 
Johnson (1996) made a major contribution to the education leadership literature by 
examining how superintendents envisioned their leadership, in contrasts to the literature 
focused merely on what superintendents do as observed by others.  Johnson’s (1996) 
work implicitly considers superintendent identity as she provides a model of district 
leadership that includes not only how a sample of 12 school district superintendents 
exercised their leadership, but also how they perceived their leadership and envisioned 
the impact of their actions.  Through this dissertation, I seek to extend Johnson’s (1996) 
work toward understanding the school district chief executive by describing 
superintendent identity. 
 This study attends to the distinction between what district chief executives do and 
who they perceive themselves to be as superintendents in order to add to the educational 
leadership discourse, given the reciprocal link between identity and behavior (Cast, 
2003).  Also, my investigation considered how these district chief executives described 
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the influence of their superintendent identity on the five leadership practices identified 
within James Kouzes and Barry Posner’s Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI): 
Challenging the Process, Inspiring a Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling 
the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  Superintendent identity cannot be ignored as 
Musella and Leithwood explain that internal processes “serve as screens or sense-making 
mechanisms giving rise to CEO’s actions; knowledge about such processes provides 
explanations for why CEOs act as they do” (1990, p. 23).  This study centered on 
superintendent identity could facilitate future research that produces more complex 
explanations for superintendents’ practices than those produced by prior studies as the 
dissertation research I undertook went beyond the chief executive’s quantitative ratings. 
In the next chapter I will discuss implications for future research. 
 To develop an understanding of superintendent identity, my investigation was 
guided by the research question: How do public school district superintendents describe 
and perceive themselves?  To address this research question, I oriented this dissertation 
study around my emerging conceptualization of superintendent identity that was 
informed by key identity theorists.  From the literature review framing my research, I 
conceptualized superintendent identity (see Figure 1) as consisting of two major identity 
components, role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perception (Thoits, 
2003), situated within a context that includes external influences (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 
2003) and a reference group (Collier, 2001), and beneath the surface of a 
superintendent’s leadership practices.  Further, within my conceptualization, role 
expectations and self-perceptions are depicted as internal components of the 
superintendent’s identity.  Although my emerging framework highlights connections 
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between the components of identity and leadership practices, my study was not designed 
to prove an explicit link or causality.  Leadership practices and external influences are 
addressed later in this chapter. 
 Next, I will address the three components of my emerging conceptualization of 
superintendent identity in the context of my findings: self-perceptions, role expectations, 
and the reference group.  Then I will address external influences and leadership practices.  
Presently, I will present four key findings related to superintendent identity using two 
components of identity highlighted by Stryker and Burke (2000): (a) self-perceptions and 
(b) role expectations. Along with findings regarding superintendent identity, I will also 
outline an emerging theme identified during my investigation: superintendent vision.  
First, I will discuss my findings related to the self-perceptions component of 
superintendent identity.  
Self-perceptions.  From the selected literature on identity, it can be inferred that 
school district chief executives’ self-perceptions are a key component of superintendent 
identity.  This is consistent with Collier (2001), who explained, “Identities are reflexively 
applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (p. 217).  
Further, identity theorist Thoits’s (2003) definition of identity as “positions in the social 
structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptive” (p. 184) relates to the superintendent 
identity component of self-perception.   
The first key finding related to the self-perception component of superintendent 
identity is that district chief executives in my study describe and perceive themselves 
within the role of superintendent as leaders.  This finding is consistent with my review of 
the literature, as I found the only consensus on the role of the superintendent was that of 
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district leader (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 
2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Moreover, Krüger and Scheerens (2012) explained,  
Leadership has become a concept of increasing importance in the 
education literature. Stacks of books and articles have been written about 
leadership—about how to define the concept, what it should comprise and what 
effects it has. Despite the many researchers and the many definitions of leadership 
that appear in the literature, there remains very little consensus concerning what 
leadership is and what it comprises. (p. 1) 
 
Given the lack of a shared definition of leadership within education literature, I aimed to 
represent similarities in superintendents’ shared descriptions and perceptions of 
leadership through my dissertation study.  
In my review of literature, I presented definitions of leadership and components, 
elements, or processes related to education leadership, specifically that of the 
superintendent. However, key conceptual research I reviewed for this study did not 
include the self-perceptions of district chief executives within the context of 
superintendent identity. Meanwhile, Johnson (1996), used case studies to examine how 
leadership was exercised by a sample of district chief executives as viewed from the 
perspectives of these superintendents and others. My dissertation research extends 
Johnson’s work (1996) by focusing on superintendents’ self-perceptions in connection 
with the superintendency.  Further my study presents a shared definition of 
superintendent leadership or the meaning my study participants ascribed to the role of the 
district chief executive.  
Although this finding was what one might expect, it provided these 
superintendents’ perspective that I then triangulated with the existing narrative within 
education leadership literature to produce a description given the ambiguity surrounding 
the definition of leadership (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).  Moreover, this finding was 
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important given my review of select education leadership literature as I found the only 
point of agreement among authors centered on the superintendent’s leadership role.  
While the superintendents in my study concurred that their role is that of a leader, this 
dissertation study goes further to present these district leaders’ descriptions of leadership 
in the context of their self-perceptions.  
All participants in my study portrayed themselves first as leader.  While some of 
the superintendents qualified their leadership role, these district chief executives’ 
descriptions of themselves first as leaders seemed significant to the investigation of 
superintendent identity. Moreover, this finding goes to the core of understanding the self-
perception component of superintendent identity. Superintendent Brennan’s response to 
my interview question “If you were to give yourself a label or title, as a superintendent, 
what would it be?” reveals this district chief executive’s self-perceptions: “… if I had to 
tag myself, I’d say I’m an Adaptive Leader.  That’s who and what I am.”  Interestingly, 
Superintendents Anderson, Carter, and Edwards described their positions as leader with 
respect to student outcomes for their districts.  For example, Superintendent Carter used 
the title “district leader,” and described this role:  
…the filter and synthesizer to make it easier for my administrators, principals, 
staff to focus on teaching and children and young adults… 
 
Meanwhile Superintendent Edwards explained, “… I’m the instructional leader for the 
entire district.”  Also, Superintendent Anderson stated: “...half of my job is the leader of 
the staff …”  Additionally, when asked in an interview: “How do you see your role in 
education reform (if any)?” Superintendent Fox’s initial response was, “I see myself as 
the leader.”  This corroborates the other district chief executives’ descriptions of the 
superintendent as leader. 
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Johnson (1996) discussed the superintendent’s mission by outlining the sphere of 
leadership within the district chief executive’s control.  While she espoused leadership 
and management are central to the superintendency, the chief concern expressed by 
superintendents in my study centered on the education of students.  Nevertheless, when 
asked: “What would you describe as your major role(s) as a school district 
superintendent?”  Superintendent Fox explained:   
Two.  Management function: to promote and ensure [the] district is 
efficient and effective in meeting short and long-term goals.  Leadership function: 
being chief learner to enable the organization.  I’m not the one with all the ideas, 
just enabling culture for that.   
 
Superintendent Fox also shared perceptions of the superintendent as manager:   
Most superintendents [are] not honest.  If you don’t get the management 
part right—$100 million operation, buses on time, rules and regulations—you 
won’t last.  
 
Taken together, these superintendents’ self-perceptions support Johnson’s (1996) 
conclusion that both leadership and management are requirements of the 
superintendency. 
While describing themselves, several superintendents responded with 
management titles, including manager, CEO [Chief Executive Officer] (Superintendent 
Brennan), COO [Chief Operating Officer](Superintendent Carter), CFO [Chief Financial 
Officer] (Superintendents Carter and Edwards).  Further, Superintendent Brennan used an 
analogy to describe the management aspect of the superintendent role:  
If this is a business and I’m the CEO of this business…I have physical 
plants to maintain, I have staff to manage, hire.  I also have a product; the product 
to me is to build a better student. 
 
Other corporate or management terms superintendents used to describe their role 
included “chief problem solver” (Superintendent Edwards) and “chief learner” 
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(Superintendent Fox).  Superintendent Edwards summarized the management 
components of the superintendency:  
…to be a good superintendent all those things are very important but…you still 
have to have the trains run on time.  As an expression for meaning, you really do 
have to manage a very complex system…all of those skills—emotional skills, 
interpersonal skill… are important.  But you also have to manage a lot of things 
…buildings and facilities and budgets…and mandates by the state.  There’s a 
level of being able to have a lot of balls in the air at the same time and be able to 
do that well.   
 
In other words, the superintendent’s role encompasses multiple dimensions that require 
management and leadership.   
Several participants in my study referred to the superintendent as teacher or 
educator.  Superintendent Carter described the superintendent role as a “symbolic 
educational leader.” Also, Superintendent Edwards described the superintendent role as 
“chief educator” and claimed the title of “instructional leader,” while Superintendent Fox 
described the major role of superintendent as “chief learner” and supplied the label 
“learner-in-chief.”  My study participants’ definitions of the superintendent as educator 
were evocative of a key thinker I reviewed for this study, Murphy (2002), who described 
the school district administrator as “educator” (p. 177) and presented the notion of the 
“head learner” (p. 188).   
In my analysis, it was also noteworthy that all of my study participants were 
former teachers. Superintendents Anderson, Brennan, Edwards, and Fox discussed how 
prior experiences as a teacher helped shape them as superintendents.  For example, 
Superintendent Anderson explained, “everything I ever did as a teacher is what I try to do 
now…mostly I work with grown-ups now.” Further, most of the superintendents that 
participated in my dissertation research described their leadership role in enabling or 
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empowering teachers and administrators.  Superintendent Anderson explained, “My work 
is around trying to create the conditions in which teachers can do their best teaching and 
kids can do their best learning.” In summary, descriptions of my participants who were 
formerly teachers, including “chief educator” (Superintendent Edwards) and “chief 
learner” (Superintendent Fox), seemed to convey the influence of teaching on their self-
perceptions.   
The superintendents I interviewed for my study went beyond offering the major 
elements, components, or processes associated with education leadership I found in the 
literature, including system management, budgeting, school board relations, public 
relations, and directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  My study participants 
provided a more complex portrait including vivid imagery or analogies.  For example, 
Superintendent Fox described the superintendent role in metaphorical terms: 
“…Choreographer, director, producer...” Superintendent Carter used other imagery to 
describe the superintendent role: “juggler.”  Meanwhile, Superintendent Anderson, 
Carter, and Fox both described the superintendent’s role as communicator.   
While my study participants all used the term “leadership,”  the phrase had 
different connotations for each superintendent governed by their individual role 
expectations and self-perceptions. Superintendent Anderson provided the most 
comprehensive description of the superintendent’s role:  
My position has two big parts to it…half of it is as executive officer of 
school committee; it’s what we call school board …my job in that half is to… 
recommend and then ultimately implement policies that they make, many of 
which have to do with student achievement, budgeting, staffing and so on.  at the 
policy level…there’s both recommendation …as well as the execution functions.  
The second half of my job is the leader of the staff …to work with all of our 
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school principals, coordinators and teachers, other administrators, the community, 
parents, students—the whole set of stakeholders—to try to bring some focus and 
energy to the challenges of…raising achievement for all but making sure—at least 
trying—to reduce the persistence and pernicious gaps in student achievement that 
we see. 
 
Superintendent Carter supported this description and shared a similar explanation: “The 
job is too complex to have one skill set.”  Additionally, Superintendent Carter described 
major components of the superintendent’s role as:  
…providing resources to staff.  [A] spokesperson for [the] district in good 
times and bad.  Advocate.  Lastly, stewardship to ensure [the] district 
moves forward. 
 
These study participants’ descriptions go beyond general terms to portray a more holistic 
portrait of the superintendent as leader from the perspectives of these district chief 
executives.  Taken together, these district administrators generate a description of the 
superintendency and underscore the complexity of the superintendent’s role within the 
context of relationships with multiple constituents.   
The second key finding regarding the self-perception component is that 
participants in my study connected their self-concept with superintendent identity. This 
finding is consistent with the literature I reviewed by Thoits (2003), who defined identity 
as “positions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptive” (p. 184).  
Also, Collier (2001) explained, “Identities are reflexively applied cognitions in the form 
of answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (p. 217).  From my research, I found 
evidence supporting this finding that superintendents connect their self-concept and 
superintendent identity. For example, Superintendent Carter reasoned, “… I believe that 
who you are and what you do for a living somehow merge after some period of time.”  
Additionally, in my interviews with Superintendents Brennan, Dougherty and Fox, these 
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district chief executives provided descriptions of how they connected the role of 
superintendent with their self-concept. 
District chief executives connecting their self-concept and superintendent identity 
may seem a trivial finding; however, while most people I know speak of their jobs in 
relationship to their identity, the participants in my dissertation study went beyond 
providing their job title as part of the response to the question ‘Who am I?’ The 
superintendency seemed to eclipse other aspects of my study participants’ lives, including 
marriage and parenthood.  Moreover, this finding regarding superintendent identity 
represents an element not previously recognized in education leadership literature 
generally or more specifically in theories of effective district leadership. Further, 
understanding superintendent identity may facilitate the development of more complex 
theories of transformation, as well as effective district leadership consistent with calls 
within prior studies (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013).  In the 
Discussion chapter, I address the implications of a district chief executive connecting his 
or her self-concept and superintendent identity.  
How a school district chief executive describes and perceives themselves is 
important, given the connection I established earlier between superintendent identity and 
superintendent leadership practices.  This finding, that superintendents connect their self-
concept and superintendent identity, is also noteworthy given the complex, enormous 
responsibility of managing school districts, including overseeing instruction and policy 
implementation (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 
Fullan, 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 
2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; O’Day & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
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Nelson, 2003).  From my study participants’ descriptions, a superintendent wields 
significant influence in the implementation of education reforms or initiatives designed to 
transform school systems.  In other words, the significance of this finding is that 
superintendent identity, or how a district chief executive defines the superintendency, not 
only determines his or her priorities surrounding students’ education, district operations, 
as well as other decisions related to the strategic direction of the district, but also it 
becomes all-consuming. It follows then that a district chief executive’s superintendent 
identity guides their behavior (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). Later in this chapter I will discuss 
superintendent identity in relationship to leadership practices. 
This finding, regarding the self-perception component of superintendent identity, 
also bears significance because my study participants connected their district chief 
executive role to their and identity both generally as a person and specifically as a 
superintendent.  In my research interview, Superintendent Carter responded to the 
question ‘Who am I?’ posed in a general frame of reference: “I’m a professional 
educator.”  Subsequently, this superintendent responded to my question regarding 
identity specifically in the context of superintendent similarly:  “Educational leader.  
Who am I?  …the same answers… educational leader.”  Likewise, Superintendent Fox 
responded to the question ‘Who am I?’ posed in a general frame of reference: “I am a 
person of action…from the context of an educator.”  Subsequently this superintendent 
responded to my question regarding identity specifically in the context of superintendent:  
All of the things I just said, but then I would add: to improve the quality of 
the school systems in which I work to provide students with the very best 




Further evidence that these participants connected their self-concept and superintendent 
identity was apparent in my interviews with Superintendent Brennan.  This 
superintendent responded to the question ‘Who am I?’ specifically in the context of 
superintendent:  “I took who and what I am and became a superintendent fighting the 
good fight.”  In my analysis of my study participant interview transcripts, I noted that 
Superintendent Dougherty also highlighted the importance of his self-perception as 
“educator.” Taken together, the statements of these research participants seem to confirm 
that superintendents’ self-perceptions are integral to developing a more complete 
understanding of the district chief executive, as they go beyond job inventories and 
theoretical or conceptual descriptions. 
Related to these district chief executives’ self-perceptions, a concern raised by 
several study participants was that superintendent identity at times seemed to obscure 
other identities, such as spouse or parent. When I asked if there was a difference in the 
answer to the question “who am I?” when posed in a general sense versus in the context 
of the superintendency, Superintendent Dougherty responded: 
I think they are different… I’m an educator who really...values his 
relationships with his kids and with his family...and...superintendent is an 
important part of that but it’s only a part of that. 
 
Interestingly, Superintendent Dougherty validates his other identities while describing the 
importance of his self-perception as “educator” or superintendent.  
An emerging theme related to the self-perception component was that district 
chief executives in my dissertation study appeared to grapple with a tension stemming 
from connecting their self-concept and superintendent identity.  Superintendent 
Dougherty underscores this theme: “Superintendent is a job I hold, it’s not who I 
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am…my kids…my wife, my life outside of here has value.”  Superintendent Dougherty 
later admitted, “I worry quite a bit that this role becomes who I am.”  Similarly, as I 
highlighted in the Introduction, Superintendent Anderson wondered, “What is the part of 
me that is not a superintendent?”  Also, Superintendent Anderson elaborated, “I’m trying 
to figure out who I am outside of superintendent...” Superintendent Carter goes furthest in 
articulating this theme, stating: “And I believe that who you are and what you do for a 
living somehow merge after some period of time.”  My study participants’ statements 
highlight what Stryker and Burke (2000) discuss related to the identity process and self-
concept: 
… multiple identities tied to participation in networks of social 
relationships or in groups with potentially different agendas and 
expectations for members, each affected by perceptions relevant to the 
self.  This conception visualizes the possibility, even the likelihood, of 
competition among identities…commitments and identities reinforce, 
conflict with, or are independent of one another (p. 291). 
 
 In the Discussion chapter, I will return to this theme and provide recommendations for 
district chief executives to minimize conflict or competition between the superintendent 
identity and other identities.   
The data analysis I conducted to understand my study participants’ self-
perceptions within the context of my research questions, and select literature framing my 
study, revealed that these superintendents all referred to themselves as a leader first. 
Table 8 presents the descriptive terms most frequently used by my study participants in 
reference to their self-perceptions in the context of their school district superintendent 
role.   
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Table 8  
Superintendent Position Descriptions 
Position Description Frequency 
Leader   8 
Role   7 
Advocate   5 
Educator   5 
Learner   5 
Professional   4 
 
 
 Leader was one of the most common self-perceptions offered by my study 
participants (see Table 8).  In other words, while my study participants offered other 
descriptions, the word leader was one of the most frequently used terms these district 
chief executives used to describe themselves.  Moreover, while these superintendents 
perceived themselves as leaders; they described their role in relationship to the students 
within the organizations they managed. 
This finding that these superintendents describe themselves as leaders was 
consistent with the role ascribed to them by key thinkers (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Nevertheless, 
in my analysis, these district chief executives’ self-descriptions of their leadership were 
more nuanced than what appears in the literature.  Although the word leader was one of 
the most frequently used terms superintendents used to describe themselves, the 
superintendents also repeatedly referred to kids and students while relating their self-
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perceptions.  In other words, the superintendents considered themselves to be leaders, but 
they also described their role in relationship to the students or kids within the 
organizations they lead.  Additionally, in an analysis of my study participants’ self-
perceptions, the terms “advocate” and “learner” were included in the superintendents’ 
position descriptions (Table 8).  Since these terms are not confined to an educational 
arena, this analysis seems to support the interplay of my study participants’ multiple 
identities consistent with Stryker and Burke’s (2000) explanation of identity processes.   
In further analysis I considered superintendents’ self-perceptions by focusing on 
my study participants’ interview responses to the question “Who am I?” Earlier, I 
presented how my study participants offered similar responses when asked the question 
“Who am I?” in general terms as well as from the perspective of a superintendent.  
For example, Superintendent Anderson states:  
I’m trying to figure out who I am outside of superintendent…[the] job is 
[the] job and [I] do it well and dedicate numerous hours... 
 
In other words, this study participants’ self-concept is connected to what they do in a 
professional capacity.  This underscores the importance of superintendent identity in the 
context of understanding the district chief executive and their leadership practices.  
Moreover, researchers’ recognition of superintendent’s identity may support more 
complex theories of effective district leadership or transformation (Bowers, 2015; 
Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013) than focusing on leadership practices in isolation.  
Within the Discussion chapter, I will further address implications of my findings related 
to superintendent identity, specifically the self-perceptions component. 
As I highlighted earlier in this section, within my emerging conceptualization of 
Superintendent Identity (Figure 1), the superintendent’s identity consists of self-
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perceptions and role expectations.  Both self-perceptions and role expectations are 
depicted as internal components of the superintendent’s identity within my preliminary 
conceptualization.  Next, I will outline my findings and analysis related to the 
complementary component of superintendent identity: role expectations.   
Role expectations. Select identity theorists I reviewed for this study 
conceptualized identity as “internalized role expectations” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 
286).  Moreover, identity theorists Burke and Reitzes (1981) noted, “In order to be (some 
identity), one must act like (some identity)” (pp. 90-91).  Therefore, my conceptualization 
of superintendent identity presupposed that superintendents perceive themselves as 
whatever they conceptualize as a superintendent.  Further, I surmise that as an individual 
becomes superintendent, expectations of the role guide their actions.  However, given the 
dearth of research focused on internal aspects or superintendent identity, aspiring district 
chief executives have been left to muddle through on their own without a body of 
literature to guide them in the development of role expectations. This highlights an 
important contribution of my findings related to the role expectations component of 
superintendent identity.  Specifically, my findings add to what is known pertaining to 
superintendent leadership, particularly from the perspectives of these district chief 
executives concerning their role expectations. 
In the literature review chapter, I hypothesized that leadership models popularized 
in education circles and training may be involved in the development of superintendents’ 
role expectations.  Interestingly, only one study participant pointed to higher education in 
a discussion of superintendent identity.  While my study participants did not explicitly 
point to the influences of preparation programs, it doesn’t negate the implications for 
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superintendent education and training.  I will turn to discuss participants’ perceptions of 
influences on superintendent identity, including training, in my analysis of external 
influences.   
Next, I will outline my findings related to the role expectations component of 
superintendent identity.  Superintendent Carter went farthest in providing a description of 
their role expectations regarding the superintendency: 
…it’s hard to explain what we are, but we’re definitely instructional leaders; 
we’re definitely change agents…we’re people managers, because 95% of all 
issues are personnel issues…it’s kind of interesting when you’re talking about 
identity…if you think about what’s demanded of a superintendent today, you have 
to be a philosopher, business manager, superman—or superwoman now, thank 
God—teacher, sociologist, political scientist, change agent, instructional leader, 
and counselor-educator.   
 
This participant’s list of role expectations illustrates the complexity inherent in 
superintendent identity.   
The first key finding from my study related to the role expectations component of 
superintendent identity is: these superintendents described superintendent identity in 
connection with their leadership practices.  This finding, that participants in my study 
described superintendent identity in connection with their leadership practices, supports 
the assertions of identity theorists regarding role expectations. Earlier, I referenced 
Collier’s (2001) description of identity as the advancement of tasks related to a role. 
Further, the association between the superintendent identity component of role 
expectations and self-concept could not be clearer than Superintendent Brennan’s 
statement: “I took who and what I am and became a superintendent.”  Also, in the 
preceding paragraph, Superintendent Carter seems to highlight a connection between role 
expectations and leadership practices. 
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While it makes sense intuitively that superintendent leadership practices reflect 
superintendent identity, prior education leadership studies regarding superintendents’ 
leadership practices do not show appreciation for the influence of superintendent identity. 
For example, in my review of literature, I presented studies that used Posner and Kouzes’ 
(1988) conceptualization of leadership practices to investigate superintendents’ 
leadership. None of these studies recognized the influence of superintendent identity 
(Clisbee, 2004; Golden, 1999; Redish, 2010). Given select research on identity validates 
its significant influence on behavior or leadership practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 
2003), omission of superintendents’ role expectations in prior research represents a 
meaningful gap in the literature.  It follows from assertions of identity theorists Burke 
and Reitzes (1981) that these superintendents’ role expectations, or how they 
conceptualize the superintendency, guides their actions.  This dissertation study finding 
regarding these superintendents’ role expectations is important to describing and 
understanding the superintendent versus a nebulous district entity, and ultimately 
developing more complex theories of transformation or effective school district 
leadership (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013). 
My findings also revealed these superintendents’ role expectations related to 
Posner and Kouzes’ (1988) leadership practices. Within my preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), I included leadership practices informed by 
Posner and Kouzes’ (1988) leadership practices: Challenging the Process, Inspiring a 
Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  
Although I did not use the quantitative LPI instrument in my research, my interview 
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protocol (Appendix D) included Kouzes and Posner’s (2000) conceptualizations of 
leadership practices as they were instrumental to my qualitative study interviews.   
The participants in my study provided insight into how they perceived the 
influence of role expectations on their behaviors or practices.  For example, 
Superintendent Edwards pointed to a connection between the role expectation component 
of superintendent identity and the leadership practice of “inspiring a shared vision”:  
My role has multi[ple] facets, the…central responsibility is to… determine 
…the vision of where the district is going and what that can look like year to year 
is what the district goals are.   
 
What this superintendent expressed highlights their role expectation of developing a 
vision for their district. I will return to discuss superintendent vision later in this chapter. 
This finding that my study participants described superintendent identity in 
connection with leadership practices suggests that understanding superintendents’ role 
expectations may assist in interpreting school district leaders’ actions or decisions.  
Earlier I explained my conceptualization of superintendent identity presupposed that 
district chief executives perceive themselves as whatever they conceptualize as a 
superintendent.  Therefore, understanding how superintendents translate their role 
expectations into their behavior or leadership practices could prove useful in the 
development of theories of effective district leadership.   
There are also practical considerations for this finding that my study participants 
connected their role expectations and leadership practices.  In essence, understanding the 
superintendent’s role expectations provides a lens to view a school district leaders’ 
behavior. While understandably the general public is primarily concerned with policies 
and decision-making effecting their child or students, understanding the superintendent’s 
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role expectations has ramifications particularly for school district governance. For 
example, a school board or council member may change their perspective regarding a 
district chief executive’s opposition by gaining an understanding of how role 
expectations guide a superintendent’s leadership practice related to “challenging the 
process.” In the Discussion chapter I expound on implications from this study, including 
how superintendents may help others understand their role expectations. 
 
Table 9  
Superintendent Role Expectations 
Role expectation Frequency  
Student 21  
Achievement 16  
District 16  
Believe 13  
Budget 12  
Goals   9  
School   9  
 
Table 9 displays the terms superintendents in my study most frequently used in 
their position descriptions.  This analysis of my study participants’ role expectations, 
while seemingly rudimentary, is important to my study.  The role expectations of my 
study participants help to render a description of superintendent leadership from the 
perspective of the district chief executive. As I stated earlier, the role expectations I 
135 
 
discovered through my research have not previously been part of the education leadership 
discourse.  Therefore, without the inclusion of superintendents’ role expectations a gap 
exists in the education leadership base, and assumptions regarding superintendent 
leadership as well as effective district leadership theories are intrinsically flawed. 
In my analysis of my study participants’ role expectations, the term student was 
used most frequently, followed by achievement. This seems to suggest my study 
participants’ role expectations were primarily related to students and student 
achievement.  The frequency that district was raised in superintendents’ position 
descriptions (see Table 9) was not surprising, as these leaders described their role in 
terms of state, district, and local community contexts.  Later, I will discuss role 
expectations related to the school district in the context of my preliminary framework.   
The statement I presented earlier from Superintendent Edwards regarding role 
expectations with respect to advancing student achievement through fiscal resources and 
advancing student achievement is corroborated by Superintendent Fox’s assertion: 
If I don’t keep that belief and vision present…and keep people 
accountable to closing the achievement gap and making sure that we provide for 
the needs of the range of students, then who does that?  That is a major, if not the 
most important, role that I have in the district.  Doesn’t mean there’s not 1,000 
other things I have to do, but my responsibility is for the education of every single 
child in the district. 
 
This study participant’s comments with respect to vision and student achievement seems 
to suggest associations between superintendent role expectations and student 
achievement, as well as personal vision.  Next, I will present two emerging themes from 
my study related to the role expectations component of superintendent identity: student 
achievement and superintendent vision. 
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Student achievement.  One emerging theme from my study related to 
superintendent role expectations centers on student achievement: superintendents in my 
study perceived their role as promoting student achievement.  In my analysis I discovered 
that my study participants referred to promoting student achievement in connection with 
their identity or meaning they ascribed to the superintendency.  Also, this emerging 
theme corroborates Fairbanks-Schutz’s (2010) finding regarding a connection between 
superintendent beliefs and practices related to increasing student achievement, 
specifically for marginalized students.  Additionally, superintendents’ role expectations 
related to promoting student achievement are consistent with the empirical and 
conceptual literature I reviewed for this study: Karbula (2009), Devono (2009), Kultgen 
(2010), Charlton (2009), Wright (2009), Neale (2010), Fairbanks-Schutz (2010), Sawyer 
(2010), Casserly et al. (2011), and Wiley (2011).  In addition, key literature reviewed for 
this study considered the effects of district leadership on student achievement (Hart & 
Ogawa, 1987; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003; Wiley, 2011).  However, the focus of 
my study was limited to my study participants’ role expectations related to student 
achievement, as prior research does not consider the identity of superintendents with 
respect to student outcomes. 
Admittedly, this emerging theme may seem banal as one might assume leaders of 
school districts are focused on student achievement.  However, while education reform 
and effective schools research center on improving student outcomes, superintendents 
have been ignored in much of this research.  Since my study participants highlighted how 
superintendents are involved in the improvement process, the district chief executive 
should be included among the multiple actors investigated in studies of educational 
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improvement.  This finding that school district leaders perceive their role as promoting 
student achievement bears significance and warrants analysis in order to contribute to the 
literature superintendents’ role expectations related to promoting student achievement.   
The superintendents I interviewed during the course of my dissertation research 
all described their positions with respect to student achievement.  This emerging theme of 
student achievement with respect to the superintendent’s role expectations was evidenced 
by Superintendent Dougherty’s comments regarding discussions with school district 
stakeholders: 
I think what’s been particularly effective about all those discussions is 
they’re all built around our goals, around what we want for students, and what we 
want in terms of achievement, and what we want in terms of their outcomes. 
 
Also, my study participants discussed their role expectations related to student 
achievement within an organizational context in terms of advocating for students.  
Superintendent Anderson explained, 
I need to…try to work with all of our school principals, coordinators and 
teachers, other administrators, the community, parents, students—the whole set of 
stakeholders—to try to bring some focus and energy to the challenges of… raising 
achievement for all but making sure at least trying to reduce the persistence and 
pernicious gaps in student achievement that we see. 
 
Additionally, from the responses of my study participants, including Superintendent 
Anderson, it could be reasoned that superintendents’ leadership or facilitation of adult 
learning is in effect promoting student achievement. 
 Participants in my dissertation study offered other examples of promoting 
student achievement beyond supporting principals and teachers. Superintendent 




So it’s up to me to make sure I have the resources, I have the people in 
place, and that I truly have all the structures that I need to make sure the bottom 
line is student achievement….   
 
Similarly, Superintendent Carter discussed student achievement in relationship to the 
superintendency: 
I monitor and provide resources to the program and school leaders who are 
elementarily responsible for the success in their buildings and the same for 
teachers who are primarily responsible for the success of the students in their 
classrooms. 
 
Other participants in my dissertation study described role expectations related to student 
achievement that revolved around the management of resources.  For example, 
Superintendent Edwards explained,  “You have to look at how students are achieving and 
how to advocate in budget. “  Likewise, Superintendent Fox described the role of 
superintendent as, in part: “…to get the money and set direction to achieve student 
goals.”  In other words, the school district superintendents in my study perceived their 
role as promoting student achievement through their work with stakeholders as well as 
the management of structures and resources. 
Interestingly, my study participants shared their role expectations associated with 
promoting student achievement despite skepticism some superintendents voiced about 
measures of student achievement.  For example, Superintendent Anderson stated, “…the 
longer I do this work I question measures of achievement.”  Likewise, Superintendent 
Edwards spoke frankly: “Students struggle and may not have parallel achievement.”  
Meanwhile, these superintendents speak to an unshakable commitment to improving 
student outcomes.   
This emerging theme that these superintendents connected superintendent identity 
or meaning of the superintendency to promoting student achievement is important to 
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understanding these school district chief executives.  Theories of effective district 
leadership are incomplete without the lens of superintendent identity, specifically role 
expectations, and appreciation for this related emerging theme.  Additionally, an 
understanding of superintendents’ role expectations regarding student achievement may 
have added to the investigation of district chief executives’ leadership practices in prior 
studies.  Next, I will present another emerging theme related to the role expectations 
component of superintendent identity: superintendent vision. 
Superintendent vision. The theme of superintendent vision emerged through my 
analysis of study participant interview transcripts related to role expectations.  This theme 
was raised by all of my study participants.  Within the context of my study, a 
superintendent’s vision seemed to represent an important aspect of the district leader’s 
role expectations as evidenced by Superintendent Dougherty’s interview response: “I 
think my key job is keeper of the vision.”  My study participants descriptions of 
superintendent vision were useful in developing an understanding of superintendents’ 
role expectation this perspective has not been represented in education leadership 
literature (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).   
Vision appears to be unique from other forms of these superintendents’ 
communication, and distinct from district chief executives’ beliefs with respect to student 
achievement.  Hallinger and Heck (2002) explained, “Personal vision refers to the values 
that underlie a leader’s view of the world” (p. 9).  Consistent with Hallinger and Heck, 
my study participants espoused their worldviews through their personal visions and 
perspectives on education.   
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In my analysis, all of my study participants expressed that their perspective on 
education influenced them.  Superintendents Brennan, Carter, Edwards, and Fox 
discussed their perspectives on education related to their role as district chief executives.  
For example, Superintendent Carter expressed a belief regarding American education as 
“a rite of passage to success for anyone who wants to take that path.”  This 
superintendent expounded, “In this environment the student doesn’t get many 
opportunities.  Education is the big one.”  Similarly, Superintendent Edwards expressed a 
vision regarding education: 
… I truly believed that the most important gift, first of all, we give our children, 
or we give any child, besides the love of an adult, family, is an education, because 
that’s how people become self-actualized.  That’s how people will define their 
lives and their careers and their families.  So it is a gateway to how they’ll live 
their lives, and it is also a way that they come to understand themselves better.   
 
There are clear similarities in these superintendents’ worldviews or their visions of the 
role of education in society.  Superintendent Brennan, similar to other study participants, 
describes a worldview or beliefs regarding the importance of education from a personal 
perspective:  
I’m a city kid who had the right people around him and I got to where I 
am today.  But education played the biggest role... I am a person who believes 
education is a great equalizer and every child deserves the right to be a 
superintendent someday. 
 
From Superintendent Brennan’s espoused beliefs regarding education, it is easy to see 
how a superintendent’s personal vision connects to his or her role expectations.   
The word believe was one of the most frequently mentioned terms in my study 
participants’ position descriptions (see Table 9).  From my analysis, these 
superintendents’ beliefs or vision were expressed in relation to role expectations.  
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Superintendent Dougherty noted the importance of vision while stating the expectations 
of the superintendent role: 
I believe my role is to take that vision and pull it together, put it in the 
form that people can understand, hold people accountable for the implementation 
of it, and find the right ways to fund and measure their work. 
 
Also, Superintendent Dougherty explained, “I do believe I have an important role in 
selling people, for example, on that budget and on that vision that that budget’s about.” 
Additional analysis related to this emerging theme of superintendent vision seemed to 
confirm that my study participants’ beliefs were connected to their role expectations.  
Superintendent Fox stated: 
I came in and shared my vision with people…and we’ve made enormous 
progress raising academic achievement for our students here.  …and I would say 
there is a pretty strong cohesive vision within the district now [that] all kids can 
learn, what that actually means, and how you get there. 
 
These study participants statements also support what I highlighted earlier regarding an 
apparent connection between the role expectations component of superintendent identity 
and leadership practice.  However, Superintendent Fox cautioned, “My opinion is 
that…having a vision and articulating it and taking risks is not enough.”  In other words, 
given the multifaceted role of the superintendent, it is important to note that vision 
represents only one of many role expectations.   
Nevertheless, this emerging theme of superintendent vision is important to 
understanding these school district chef executives.  Effective district leadership 
discourse could stand to benefit from the superintendent identity lens, specifically the 
role expectation component, and this emerging theme of vision.  An understanding of 
superintendent identity, particularly superintendents’ role expectations regarding the 
district chief executive’s vision may help explain findings in previous studies regarding 
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the leadership practices of Inspiring A Shared Vision.  Furthermore, differences in 
superintendents’ role expectations, particularly those related to vision, may contribute to 
variations in leadership effectiveness.  
Initially it appeared that these superintendents only described vision in association 
with communication.  However, upon further analysis I realized that Superintendents 
Dougherty, Edwards, Fox, and Anderson discussed communication not only regarding 
vision, but also in relationship to expressing the needs of students.  Also, the theme of 
communication emerged in my study participants’ accounts of their interactions with 
their staff, school boards or committees, as well as their school district communities.   
 In summary, identity theory was useful as a lens informing my investigation of 
superintendent identity in this sample of school district superintendents.  Specifically, the 
major findings and significant themes from my study participant interviews confirmed 
the usefulness of two identity components highlighted by Stryker and Burke (2000): self-
perceptions and role expectations.  These two components of identity are represented 
within my conceptualization of superintendent identity that contributed to my preliminary 
framework for understanding the superintendent (see Figure 4) presented with my review 
of the literature for this study.  The Discussion chapter includes implications for my 
research findings related to my conceptualization of superintendent identity (Figure 1) as 
well as my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 4).   
As I outlined earlier, to organize my findings and analysis, I utilized the 
components of my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 
4).  In the preceding section, I focused on two components of superintendent identity. 
This was important to my study as within my review of literature I hypothesized that 
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school district superintendents most likely make sense of their roles and experiences as 
district chief executive through the superintendent identity.  Next, I turn to my findings 
and analysis related to the component of superintendent influences. 
 
Superintendent Influences  
In the Data Collection section, I outlined how my investigation focused on 
addressing three research questions, including: What factors do public school district 
superintendents perceive as influential in the development of their identities?  In other 
words, my study centered, in part, on describing what my study participants perceived as 
instrumental to the development of their self-perceptions and role expectations as school 
district chief executives. As I developed my conceptualization of superintendent identity 
(Figure 1) and preliminary framework for understanding superintendents (Figure 4), I 
presupposed that how superintendents describe and perceive themselves most likely 
influence their behaviors or leadership practices. Further I surmised superintendent 
identity is influenced by superintendents looking to others in district chief executive 
positions. Therefore, my investigation of these superintendents’ influences extended to 
study participants’ thinking, personal values, motivations, or other influences.  Also, my 
research was centered on what study participants perceived as influential to 
superintendent identity and their leadership practices as district chief executives.  This is 
a significant line of inquiry given the dearth of research focused on superintendent 
identity in existing education leadership research regarding district chief executives.  
Furthermore, previous research not only ignored superintendent identity, but also 
investigated superintendents’ leadership practices without regard to influences on the 
district chief executive’s behaviors.  
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From the contextual factors I explored through my study, it appears study 
participants were influenced by both internal and external aspects.  What follows are my 
key findings and emerging themes developed through data analysis related to both 
internal and external influences on superintendent identity.  Also, I will present my 
analysis of these influences within the context of my literature review and using the lens 
of identity theory selected for this study.  In addition, I outline how my study validates 
the component of superintendent influences within my preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), beginning with internal influences.   
Internal influences. In the preceding paragraphs, I presented my findings related 
to superintendent identity or how superintendents make meaning of their experiences and 
conceptualize their roles as district chief executives. As I presented earlier, given the 
work of identity theorists (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003), Superintendent Identity (Figure 
1) exists within the context of influences that shape district chief executives’ leadership 
practices.  Thus, one of the aims of my study was to investigate participants’ internal 
influences.  Next, I will turn to discuss my investigation into what these superintendents 
perceived as their internal influences.  Now, I present a key finding and emerging theme 
as well as analysis related to internal superintendent influences in the context of literature 
reviewed for this study as well as my emerging framework. 
Within the literature review, I highlighted that the internal aspect of 
superintendents was largely ignored within the school district leadership discourse 
(Musella and Leithwood, 1990).  I also called attention to existing research related only 
to internal aspects focused on superintendents’ trust, job satisfaction, and job stress 
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(Blair, 2010; Floyd, 2009; Herron, 2009).  Further, I cited Musella and Leithwood (1990) 
regarding the importance of understanding the internal aspects of superintendents.  
While, my dissertation study does not consider variations in superintendent leadership 
practices separately or in relationship to superintendent identity, in the Discussion chapter 
I will address implications for future leadership practice research related to 
superintendent identity. Meanwhile, the focus of this dissertation centers on developing 
an understanding of the superintendent utilizing an identity lens.  
To understand internal influences on superintendent identity more fully, I probed 
my study participants regarding their perceptions of what shaped or motivated their self-
perceptions as well as role expectations as district chief executives.  A key finding from 
my study regarding internal influences was that these superintendents perceived prior 
experiences as a significant influence on the development of their self-perceptions and 
role expectations as school district chief executives.  For example, Superintendent 
Brennan described a course as an influence on superintendent identity.  This 
superintendent reported that attending a course influenced their perspective and work, 
especially in subsequent interactions with students.  Also, Superintendent Dougherty 
described the influence of professional associations and stated that a network “really 
shaped who I am.” In addition, Superintendent Dougherty shared the influence of prior 
experiences working at the state level.  Additionally, both Superintendents Dougherty 
and Edwards spoke of their prior roles as school committee members as influential on 
superintendent identity. 
My finding that these superintendents’ internal superintendent influences included 
prior experiences is also substantiated by the fact that roles such as teacher were 
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referenced a superintendent identity influence by all my study participants.  
Superintendents Anderson, Brennan, Edwards, and Fox discussed how prior experiences 
as a teacher helped shape them as superintendents.  For example, Superintendent 
Anderson recounted moving from teaching at a secondary school to a primary school: 
That…opened my eyes to the 13-year journey that children take, and I was 
interested in playing a part and having some influence in that.  I became more 
conscious of who those kids were before they reached me in the high school 
and…that whetted my appetite for having a broader influence over their 13-year 
journey. 
 
As I noted earlier, all of my study participants were former teachers.  This finding 
regarding internal superintendent influences is consistent with what I found regarding 
superintendent identity, specifically my study participants related that their self-
perceptions as district chief executives were influenced by their experiences as teachers.   
Prior teaching experience also related to the notion of a “natural progression,” 
referred to by Superintendents Brennan and Edwards.  Superintendent Brennan spoke of 
progressing from teaching to administration, and Superintendent Edwards corroborated 
this notion: “So it’s been a natural progression through my whole career leading to this 
point.  …everything sort of led to the next thing.”  Other superintendents in my study also 
spoke of being spurred on to the superintendency.  In other words, my study participants 
saw prior experiences as influencing superintendent identity or promoting the 
development of their self-perceptions and role expectations related to the 
superintendency. 
This finding that my study participants’ internal superintendent influences 
included prior experiences is important to describing and understanding these 
superintendents’ role expectations and self-perceptions as well as their superintendent 
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leadership practices.  Additionally, this finding could assist in the development of more 
complex theories of transformation (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995).  As I have noted 
throughout this dissertation, effective district leadership theories have not considered 
internal aspects or influences (Musella and Leithwood, 1990).  Furthermore, there are 
potential practical implications of this finding for the training and hiring of 
superintendents that will be discussed in the next chapter. 
In my analysis, an apparent link emerged between the internal superintendent 
influence of prior experiences and superintendent identity.  For example, in response to 
my interview question “What do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 
superintendent,” Superintendent Fox ruminated: 
Watching five different superintendents with five different styles over a 
long period of time, I learned a lot about what works and what doesn’t work.  And 
it was that very long-term …internship that really shaped my thinking…watching 
people in leadership roles and doing a lot of thinking and reflection…and making 
some decisions that were not so good. That really…shaped me into the kind of 
person I am today. 
 
In essence, this superintendent seems to point to the influence of prior experiences, 
observing the practices of other school district chief executives, in the development of 
superintendent identity. 
This finding that these superintendents perceived prior experiences as a 
significant influence on the development of superintendent identity also relates to what I 
validated through my study regarding the reference group component of my 
superintendent identity conceptualization.  From my dissertation research, prior 
experiences with mentors and other respected superintendents emerged as important not 
only to superintendent identity formation, through the superintendent’s reference group, 
but also mentors appeared to serve as internal influences for these school district leaders 
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beyond initial superintendent identity development.  Later I will detail the results of my 
investigation into the superintendent’s reference group with my findings regarding 
external superintendent identity influences.  
Related to prior experiences, an internal superintendent influence my study 
participants reported, was meaningful interactions with more experienced 
superintendents, specifically mentors.  Interestingly, the influence of mentors appeared to 
continue into the superintendency beyond the initial two-year period of identity formation 
(Cast, 2003).  For example, Superintendent Dougherty, in the fourth year as a district 
chief executive, reflected on advice from a “senior member” of a superintendent group. 
In fact, all my study participants were beyond the initial period of identity formation and 
each one pointed to reflecting on the practices of other respected superintendents or the 
influence of mentors on superintendent identity. This suggests the superintendent 
influence of mentors differs from that of the reference group.  Moreover, these study 
participants’ prior experiences with mentors seemed to influence not only superintendent 
identity, but also leadership practices.  I will address superintendent leadership practices 
later in this chapter. 
While discussing influences on superintendent identity, my study participants also 
alluded to more personal prior experiences involving their parents (Superintendent 
Carter), coworkers (Superintendent Edwards), important people (Anderson), and 
upbringing (Superintendents Carter, Edwards and Dougherty).  For example, in response 
to the question “What do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 
superintendent?” Superintendent Edwards stated: 
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. . . certainly, how I grew up…in terms of the modeling of my own parents and 
their values around education…I would say the experiences of my life, which all 
have some focus in education…the people I have worked with. 
 
Also, Superintendent Dougherty described the influence of a non-diverse background and 
the juxtaposition between this upbringing and interactions with a diverse student body as 
an influence on superintendent identity.  Meanwhile, Superintendent Anderson points to 
“important people in my personal life and my career.” Additionally, Superintendent 
Carter explained the internal influence of prior experiences: “I try not to let idiosyncratic 
events affect how I make decisions, but I try to learn and put into my memory bank to be 
aware of possibilities of the human condition.”  These superintendents’ responses also 
seem to suggest there is some overlap between internal and external influences.  
Through the course of my data analysis, a key theme related to internal 
superintendent leadership influences, specifically prior experiences, emerged: 
motivations.  As I reviewed portions of my transcripts coded at the “motivation” node in 
NVivo, I realized these segments also related to my research question regarding 
superintendent identity influences.  For example, Superintendent Carter referred to 
personal motivations for leadership:  
I’d say the relationships, the mentoring, seeing children and staff members 
develop and grow and become better at what they do…seeing a first-year teacher 
become a fifth-year teacher who I can use as a coach because she or he is so good.   
 
Likewise, the other superintendents in my study shared personal stories that served as an 
internal influence or motivation as district chief executive.  Superintendent Fox credited a 
spouse as well as an in-law for their encouragement to seek out a superintendent position, 
thereby providing a powerful motivation for leadership.   
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In summary, these superintendents’ motivations are important to developing an 
understanding of school district chief executives.  An understanding of superintendent 
motivation may have added to researchers’ investigations of leadership practices in prior 
studies by producing more complex and in-depth findings. As I outlined in my rationale 
for data collection, both internal and external influences are important to understanding 
potential influences on my study participants’ superintendent leadership practices. 
Aspiring superintendents could benefit from understanding superintendents’ motivations 
as they consider district chief executives’ leadership practices.  Moreover, as I stated 
earlier, there are practical reasons for understanding superintendents’ motivations, 
particularly in relationship-building with school board or committee members.  Next, I 
will address key themes, findings and analysis related to the contextual factors or external 
influences explored through my study. 
External influences.  While my conceptualization of superintendent identity (see 
Figure 1) portrayed superintendent identity as situated within the context of external 
influences, my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents (see Figure 4) 
goes further to depict superintendents’ identity as influenced externally by environmental 
factors.  This was consistent with Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) framework for 
understanding school system administration.  By studying district chief executives 
through the lens of superintendent identity and within the context of their external 
superintendent influences, my dissertation study contributes a missing element to 
education leadership research.  The importance of my findings regarding these district 
chief executives’ external superintendent influences is rooted in the fact that no attention 
has been paid to superintendent identity in this context within education leadership 
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literature.  This disregard for the superintendent identity and its influences has resulted in 
a homogenous portrayal of the school district as an entity and almost no research on 
which to base an understanding of individual actors.  Furthermore, inattention to 
superintendent identity influences limited explanations of these district leaders’ practices.   
As stated in my review of literature, I conceptualized Superintendent Identity 
(Figure 1) as the two components of role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-
perception (Thoits, 2003), within the context of a reference group (Collier, 2001) and 
external influences (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003).  Additionally, within the context of my 
research investigation I defined external influences as contextual factors external to the 
superintendent such as training, the local community and district or organizational 
conditions, including education reform, and politics as well as other influences.  External 
influences were a focus of my research because they specifically addressed one of my 
research questions.  I aim to contribute to education leadership literature by developing 
an understanding of superintendent identity and leadership practices.  Further, fostering 
an understanding of superintendent identity influences could facilitate more robust 
theories of effective district leadership and transformation. 
Based on my dissertation research, the reference group functions not only in the 
development of superintendent identity, especially the self-perception component, but 
also as an external influence.  As I highlighted earlier, a key theorist presented the 
identity formation process as individuals comparing themselves to a reference group 
(Collier, 2001). Further, I conceptualized the reference group as an external influence on 
superintendent identity (Collier, 2001).  The accounts of my study participants seem to 
confirm the reference group as a notable part of district chief executives’ sense making 
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with regard to the superintendency.  Moreover, during the course of my research, 
superintendents highlighted the reference group as they pointed to interactions with 
others.  For example, in an interview Superintendent Carter made comparisons to other 
urban superintendents as well as contrasts with suburban superintendents.  This 
superintendent’s response substantiates Collier’s (2001) identity formation process of 
comparison with a role standard.   
From my research interviews, another facet of the reference group, mentors and 
other respected superintendents emerged as significant. As I noted earlier, all of the 
participants in my study acknowledged the influence of mentors. For example, in 
response to the question “What do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 
superintendent,” Superintendents Brennan, Dougherty, and Fox spoke of superintendents 
who mentored them or served as role models on their journey toward becoming a 
superintendent.  Superintendent Dougherty stated,  
I got into administration because…I had an administrator who said he 
thought that … would be a good role for me…is that something I was thinking 
about pursing? I’d actually never thought about it before. 
 
Similarly, Superintendent Brennan responded, “I would say I worked for a superintendent 
that…was …a great influence on who I am.”  Meanwhile, Superintendent Fox explained: 
…I attribute a lot of my skill because I watched so many people that 
would either succeed or not succeed.  And I do worry about a lot of people who 
become superintendent before they have the breadth of experience because what 
happens when you then take on challenges that hit you a mile a minute?  You’re 
more likely to make mistakes if you don’t have a lot of experience.   
 
These school district chief executives seemingly attach importance to the reference group 




While my research did not reveal any key findings specifically related to the 
reference group, through my inquiry I validated the significance of this external influence 
for this sample of district chief executives, especially to superintendent identity as well as 
leadership practices. The importance of the reference group, within the context of 
superintendent identity, has not been recognized in prior research. Nevertheless, the value 
of insights into the superintendent’s reference group, lies in understanding the external 
influence of the reference group, particularly mentors and more experienced 
superintendents. In the next chapter I will discuss practical implications for the reference 
group, including superintendent mentors. Next, I will outline my investigation into a 
potential external influence investigated through my study: training.   
Within my emerging framework, I hypothesized external influences on the 
superintendent’s identity to include training given the graduate school degrees are 
typically earned by superintendents.  However, only two superintendents that participated 
in my dissertation research specifically pointed to training as an external influence.  In 
one instance, Superintendent Edwards responded to my question “What do you perceive 
as an influence on who you are as a superintendent?”  
The education I personally have had the opportunity to have.  And I would 
say I’ve been fortunate to have really good opportunities in that area.  So. . .all the 
reading that I’ve done over the years will all become part of the collage of 
influence. 
 
Additionally, Superintendent Brennan identified professional development as a major 
external influence.  Although my research did not reveal any key findings specifically 
related to study participants’ training, this does not negate superintendent preparation as 
an external influence.  Interestingly, all the participants in my study earned master’s 
degrees in education and their responses to my interview questions included popular 
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education leadership jargon. While the majority of participants in my study didn’t 
explicitly describe or reference training as a factor influencing their identity as the district 
chief executive, it was evident from their responses that they had internalized some 
elements of their professional training.   
Admittedly I was surprised that training did not emerge as a significant finding 
related to superintendents’ external influences. This study analysis is even more 
interesting in light of Davis and Bowers’ (2018) finding that the majority of 
superintendents assume the district chief executive position within a year of obtaining 
their professional certification.  However, my study analysis may be explained by the fact 
that all of the superintendents within my dissertation research had held positions of 
principal, vice principal or district administrator prior to assuming the district chief 
executive position.  In other words, the intervening time as well as experience that 
elapsed after my study participants’ school principal or district administration training 
and before their certification may explain this analysis. This explanation seems plausible 
given the finding of Davis, Gooden, and Bowers (2017) that approximately 6 years elapse 
between when an individual earns their principal certification and assumes a 
superintendent position.  In the next chapter I will return to discuss training and 
implications for this potential external influence. 
Now I turn to my findings and analysis related to the external factors of the state, 
district and community.  Presently, I will present my findings and emerging themes 
concerning external superintendent influences in three areas connected to the literature 
reviewed for this study: (1) state, district, and community contexts, (2) education reform, 
and (3) politics.  From my study I confirmed that these superintendents contended with 
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external influences on superintendent identity and leadership practices from the district 
and community; meanwhile as district chief executives they are also influenced by 
external factors, often controlled beyond their local communities, including education 
reform.   
As I summarized with the profiles provided in the Participant and District 
Information section, the external or contextual influences these school district 
superintendents identified included factors within the state of Massachusetts, district, and 
individual community contexts.  These issues are encapsulated within my finding 
regarding superintendent influences, specifically related to external influences: these 
superintendents described their role within a state, district, and the local community 
context.  Although this finding is what one might expect, superintendents’ perspectives 
regarding their external influences has been mostly ignored in the literature despite its 
importance. Moreover, understanding external influences on superintendent identity may 
help explain leadership practices (Leithwood, 1995). Further, this theme corroborates 
Johnson’s (1996) assertion that “all leadership is shaped by the overlapping contexts -
historical, community, and organizational in which it occurs” (p. xii).  Additionally, this 
emerging theme supports the inclusion of external influences within my framework for 
understanding the superintendent (Figure 4).  
Within my literature review, I highlighted Johnson’s (1996) research specifically 
related to superintendents’ external influences of the historical, community, and 
organizational contexts.  Similar to Johnson’s (1996) research, superintendents in my 
study described their experiences in relationship to the external influences, specifically 
from the state of Massachusetts, their local community, and district.  For example, in an 
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interview response I highlighted earlier, Superintendent Fox highlighted external 
influences within a local context by describing evolving demographics in the district 
community.  Also, Superintendent Anderson noted the role of the superintendent while 
underscoring the importance of the local community context, specifically community 
values:  
I think leadership is around mobilizing people to…grapple with the most 
challenging and difficult problems that a community faces…my major role is not 
about getting test scores higher or the drop-out rate down.  Those are all…by-
product and intended outcomes that come from marrying these to the 
[community’s] core values [of academic excellence and social justice]. 
 
Similarly, Superintendent Dougherty pointed to advocating for issues surrounding the 
local context in describing the superintendent’s role in state-initiated standards-based 
reform or change initiatives: 
To be on the advisory committee to the individuals at the state level who 
are responsible for that and tell them when things don’t work…and help them 
figure out ways to make them work…I would say that’s sort of the framework is 
pretty much the way I view…my role in any of the lovely initiatives that the 
DESE rolls out. 
 
This underscored the influence of the local context on these district leaders.  Meanwhile, 
Superintendent Brennan described the role of the superintendent not only in terms of the 
school district and community, but also within a federal and state context: 
…I am in the middle of pressure from the top to get things done.  By “the 
top” I mean federal and state initiatives, mandates.  I’m sitting dead center with 
them pushing down and due to budgets and the complexity of the classroom, the 
kids in them, numbers increasing, with pressure from the people on the ground 
doing the work—my teachers and my administrators. 
 
In addition to spotlighting the pressure from state and federal mandates, Superintendent 
Brennan cited involvement in a state project. Later I will discuss the reciprocal nature of 
superintendent influences.  Further, the responses of these superintendents resonated with 
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Murphy’s (2002) metaphors for school district leaders, including moral steward and 
community builder.   
Through my analysis of study participant responses, I determined their statements 
related to context or external influences were organized around three issues: (a) what was 
happening within the district at the time of the interview, (b) community-wide 
discussions, and (c) issues surrounding education or the superintendency at the state or 
federal level. From my dissertation research, it appears that whatever occupied 
superintendents’ attention, in the district context, at different times of the year influenced 
their identity or how they described and perceived themselves as well as their external 
influences.  Interestingly, my study participants described their identity relative to student 
achievement at the beginning of the academic year; however, during the budget 
timeframe, these district leaders’ descriptions of their identities included more references 
to management roles. While my study participants’ statements related to the academic or 
budget context does not necessarily communicate the significance of these external 
influences, this analysis was noteworthy.  The initial rounds of my initial research 
interviews were during the annual budget cycle for school districts.  Superintendents’ 
interview responses highlighted the district context involving in the budget development 
or approval process.  During my first round of interviews, Superintendent Carter provided 
a position description with respect to student achievement: “You’re catching us in the 
middle of an override study committee and [I’m] just coming off of presenting a budget, 
so I feel like that’s my position...”  Superintendent Carter continued: 
I’m the educational leader of the school district.  I monitor and provide 
resources to the program and school leaders who are elementarily responsible for 
the success in their buildings and the same for teachers who are primarily 
responsible for the success of their—the students in their classrooms.  And I 
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would add, teachers and paraprofessionals and other support personnel…I 
actually view the non-school-based administrators more as resources 
than…directors.   
 
However, during my second round of interviews conducted at the beginning of the school 
year, superintendents’ responses were more focused on academic issues, including the 
recent release of student achievement data.  Superintendent Carter’s position description 
with respect to student achievement during my second-round interview seemed to 
confirm my speculation: 
…[I] just got 2014 results…  As [a] result of [these] results, it’s critical [to 
provide] overall focus on student learning and to provide leadership regarding 
convincing all members of [the]community [that] student learning is important. 
 
In contrast to my first-round interview, Superintendent Carter seemed to provide a 
different response during the budget process versus the beginning of the academic year, 
corresponding to the time frames of my first- and second-round interviews, respectively.  
This study participant conveys the external influence of the district. 
Earlier, I presented additional analysis regarding external superintendent 
influences from the district within my depiction of Superintendent role expectations 
(Table 9).  The external influence of the district on the superintendent identity was 
evidenced by references my study participants made to the district in describing their 
positions. This, in part, corroborates my finding regarding external influences: these 
superintendents described their role in terms of the district context. 
With respect to the external influence of the state, Table 10 exhibits the number of 
references my study participants made specifically to the state of Massachusetts in their 
interview responses.  Of note in Table 10 is that five of my six study participants 
referenced the state of Massachusetts specifically in my interviews. In my second-round 
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interviews, I modified the interview question to read: ‘In the past 6 months, are there 
experiences that have shaped who you are as a school district superintendent?’ While 
Superintendent Anderson did not specifically reference Massachusetts, and therefore does 
not appear in Table 10, this superintendent responded by giving an account regarding a 
recent district review conducted by the state. 
Table 10  
Superintendent References to the State of Massachusetts 
Participant Interview no. No. of references 
Superintendent Brennan 1 3 
Superintendent Carter 1 2 
Superintendent Dougherty 1 5 
Superintendent Edwards 1 1 
Superintendent Fox 1 1 
Superintendent Brennan 2 2 
Superintendent Edwards 2 1 
 
 
 Now I will turn to my investigation into the external influence of education 
reform in relation to their district chief executive role.  From my review of literature, 
education reform is depicted as encompassing school districts within a narrow context.  
However, as I demonstrated in my literature review, school district offices and the nature 
of school district superintendents’ work have changed due to education reform (Cuban, 
1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Daly & Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Dailey et al., 2005; Glass, 
1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Further, Hannaway and Kimball (2001) 
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investigated the school district’s role in education reform.  These authors suggested a 
potential role for school districts in standards-based reform.  For these reasons I 
investigated superintendents’ conceptualizations of education reform.  Also, I inquired 
into how my study participants described and perceived their role in education reform. 
Key authors I reviewed for this study outline processes related to education 
reform at the district level (Cuban, 1984; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Fullan, 2005; Smith & 
O’Day, 1991).  However, in the literature I reviewed for this study, most researchers did 
not give much attention specifically to the role of the school district superintendent in 
education reform.  Additionally, prior research does not consider superintendents’ 
perceptions regarding the influence of education reform on the development of their self-
perceptions or role expectations as school district chief executives; or in other words, 
how they perceive themselves in a reform context.  Although Johnson’s (1996) study of 
12 superintendents highlighted the context of education reform, she did not investigate 
superintendents’ conceptualizations or perceptions of education reform.  This line of 
inquiry focused on external influences within my dissertation research seeks to address 
this gap in the literature regarding what is known about the superintendent role in 
education reform, specifically district chief executives’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations. 
Because contemporary superintendents operate within an education reform 
context (Kowalski et al., 2011), first, I thought it was important to understand how my 
study participants conceptualized education reform and its influence.  Second, I 
investigated these superintendents’ perceptions regarding the alignment between 
superintendent identity and the requirements of the superintendency related to education 
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reform.  And third, I sought to understand what, if any, role superintendents conceived in 
relation to education reform policy and implementation.  Through my research 
interviews, not only did I confirm that my study participants perceive education reform as 
a significant contextual factor or external influence on superintendent identity, but also, I 
uncovered how these superintendents conceptualized education reform.   
Through my research interviews, these superintendents provided a window into 
their perceptions of education reform.  Superintendent Anderson defined education 
reform: 
What I understand reform to be now is some set of laws, regulations, 
policies, tests, standardized curriculum that descend upon school districts from on 
high…often propagated by noneducators. 
 
Meanwhile, Superintendent Edwards summed up education reform as revolving around 
“the issue of teaching all children” and Common Core state curriculum as “the means to 
how we get there.”  Similarly, Superintendent Carter referenced the superintendent’s role 
in education reform.  However, Superintendent Dougherty went beyond describing 
education reform to highlight perceptions regarding their role:  
… a voice for my district and for what I believe and what I’m willing to do and 
what I’m willing to recommend to my school committee we’re not going to do.   
 
Taken together, the interview responses of my study participants suggest the role of the 
superintendent in relationship to education reform is more nuanced than the views 
expressed by some key education reform thinkers of the superintendent as merely a 
conduit that can promote education reform policies (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Leithwood,  
2013; Leithwood et al., 2004).  
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Superintendents in my study seemed to have strong opinions related to education 
reform.  For Superintendent Anderson, the term seemed to be taboo, and this 
superintendent offered alternate terminology: 
As I understand it…the term implies there’s something wrong.  
Someone’s done something wrong that needs to be fixed or corrected…I don’t 
think that’s really what schools are about.  I do think that it’s a popular term 
which politicians and state officials and folks like that…use.  They’re in the 
business of trying to fix things from the outside without really understanding what 
goes ...So I find reforms, it’s like reform school is where they send bad kids, 
right? So, I find the term a little objectionable.  I’m much more interested in 
education improvement. 
 
Also, Superintendent Fox described the lack of alignment between superintendent 
identity and the requirements of the superintendency related to education reform: 
What’s happening out of Washington, in particularly in 
Massachusetts…curriculum or teacher evaluation…a whole host of areas, we’re 
getting to be much, much more data driven, compliance driven, school driven, 
regulation driven, law driven, and that’s not a good fit for my personality.  I’m not 
opposed to standardization.  If you just go from 0 to 100, 0 is no good… our 
country’s going way too far towards the 100 side of standardization.  And that’s 
just nuts. 
 
On the other hand, Superintendent Carter described alignment between superintendent 
identity and the requirements of the superintendency as “closely aligned” and explained, 
“I would say that who I am is a strong factor in how I respond to the pressures or the 
requirements and responsibilities placed upon me by ed[ucation] reform.”  Meanwhile, 
Superintendent Brennan offered this perspective regarding education reform in 
relationship to superintendent identity: 
…I think I will be successful in this new wave of ed[ucation] reform with 
all those requirements because of who I am, which is somebody who…never 
walked away from a task that was too overwhelming.  I work for it.  I work hard.  




This superintendent also seemed to connect superintendent identity to the implementation 
of education reform policies. 
 An emerging theme that became apparent from my dissertation research regarding 
this external influence or contextual factor is these superintendents described their role in 
education reform in relationship to multiple constituents, primarily within the school 
district, including students and staff.  In describing the requirements of the 
superintendency associated with education reform in relation to staff, Superintendent 
Edwards stated: 
… There are a lot of things that are thrown at us all the time, and I’m 
pretty good at being able to separate the wheat from the chaff, and… do the spirit 
of it—do the compliance at the level you need to do the compliance 
without…going overboard.  And trying to protect people in the district from 
getting overly worried, crazed.   
 
In the same way, Superintendent Brennan described the superintendent’s role in the 
context of reform in relationship to district staff:  
… If it’s a mandated initiative, then the role of the superintendent is a 
buffer, the negotiator, because I have to speak up with my superiors and make the 
appropriate amount of noise, saying ‘this is a lot you’re asking us all to do.’  But 
on the other hand, I have to come back to a district and look at a district and say 
‘it’s a lot to get done but we definitely can get this done if we take our time and 
do it right.’ 
 
Meanwhile, Superintendent Dougherty referred to the superintendent’s role relative to 
education reform and specific actions at the local community, district, and state level:  
So, my role is to figure out what of this works in my community.  To 
balance it against our local initiatives—what we believe is important—. . . to 
figure out ways to best implement that.  To work with people to best implement 
that . . . to communicate it…to the community in terms of what we’re trying to 
achieve…to make sure we can provide ways to measure…what’s measurable…in 
that and report on how we’re doing…to our community and to…take an active 
role in my state association to say no…where I believe it’s necessary; to just say 
‘we’re not going to do that’…—that’s not [in] the best interest of my district; I 
don’t think it’s in the best interest of public education… then …‘we’re willing to 
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work with you to figure out another way, but we’re not doing that in that way.’  
So far, I haven’t lost my license...   
 
Superintendent Brennan, Dougherty, and Edward’s responses described their role 
expectations as superintendents in relation to education reform policy and 
implementation in relationship to multiple constituents, primarily within the school 
district. 
As I highlighted earlier, several superintendents used metaphors to describe the 
superintendency.  Earlier I presented in my findings how my study participants offered 
the imagery of the superintendent as a “buffer,” “negotiator,” “filter,” or “synthesizer” 
(Superintendents Brennan, Carter, and Dougherty).  Additionally, the imagery of “filter” 
or “buffer” that my study participants provided to describe themselves demonstrates the 
external influence of education reform on superintendents’ identities.  In other words, my 
study participants seemed to perceive themselves as district chief executives, or 
superintendent identity, in terms of education reform as a buffer or filter for their staff, 
including principals, teachers, as well as other administrators, preventing them from 
being overwhelmed by the demands of education reform policies.  Finally, this emerging 
theme regarding education reform contributes to the development of a more nuanced 
understanding of these superintendents beyond that of implementing policy. These 
descriptions underscore the context of education reform in terms of the superintendent 
and the local community, state, and federal contexts as being in relationship to multiple 
constituents, primarily within the school district, and including students as well as staff.  
Further, this imagery describing the superintendent’s role in education reform, bears 
witness to the work of Daly and Finnigan (2011, 2012) that portrays education reform as 
flowing through relational linkages. The significance of this emerging theme, of 
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superintendents describing their role in education reform in relationship to multiple 
constituents, lies in its confirmation of the external influence of education reform from 
the superintendent’s perspective.   
Now I will present a second emerging theme related to education reform: 
superintendents described being pulled between implementing legislation or policies 
aimed at benefiting students and shielding staff from what they deemed unnecessary or 
unreasonable. The tension evident in my research interviews related to how 
superintendents described their role expectations with respect to education reform was 
not apparent in the literature I reviewed for this dissertation. This tension was evident in 
Superintendent Brennan’s description of self-perceptions as a district chief executive 
related to education reform: 
… I see myself in my current role as a negotiator between state and federal 
mandates and initiatives and a district comprised of human beings whose ultimate 
goal is to teach…I don’t believe in roll-outs, I believe in learning.  So, I have to 
take all these roll-outs and do what I’m supposed to do.  Teach people how to get 
these things done.  So, I see myself as a giant teacher but also as the negotiator 
between what state and fed regs [federal regulators] are saying and the district on 
the ground comprised of human beings that still can’t feel overwhelmed and need 
to get that job done. 
 
Further, Superintendent Brennan described self-perceptions as district chief executive of 
“pressure cooker,” explaining,  
If [I] increase the pressure one way or the other I could blow the lid off 
and I ruin it; if I don’t put enough pressure on it, it’s [going to] go cold and I’m 
not [going to] get it cooked.  
 
Superintendent Edwards also described the challenge in balancing this tension: 
And it’s really a challenge in how you provide sort of some common sense 
into all of this…the teachers can be effective and not feel actually overwhelmed.  
It involves setting priorities in terms of … money for your budget, priorities in 





Additionally, Superintendent Anderson and Dougherty highlighted another aspect of this 
tension related to education reform centered on its locus of control.  Both referred to the 
influence or control of education reform by those outside of the school district.  For 
example, Superintendent Dougherty defined education reform as follows: 
My definition of education reform starts with something that’s been co-
opted by people that don’t know much about what we do. . . and unfortunately in 
this country I think it’s far too based on things that haven’t been proven or 
researched anywhere. 
 
In essence, my study participants identified a tension between supporting teachers and 
administrators while implementing education reform policies aimed at improving student 
outcomes.  In the Discussion chapter, I outline policy implications for this tension 
surrounding education reform.   
In my analysis, education reform had an average coverage in my interview 
transcripts of ten percent with an average of five references by each of my study 
participants during an hour-long interview.  Table 11 displays the prevalence of 
discussion related to education reform within my research interviews. While the influence 
of education reform cannot be directly correlated with the percentage of coverage within 
my interviews, I interpreted the prevalence of discussion regarding education reform as 
an indicator of the significance of this external influence from my study participants’ 
perspective.  Although most of my study participants referred to education reform only 
during the initial interview, their discussion of education reform was not limited to my 
question prompts.  This was important for me in distinguishing whether my biases were 




Table 11  
Coding Frequency and Coverage of Education Reform in Participant Transcripts 
Transcript Interview no. No. of references % coverage 
Superintendent Anderson 1 4 14.13 
Superintendent B 1 5 10.12 
Superintendent Carter 1 6 6.51 
Superintendent D 1 8 7.12 
Superintendent E 1 3   16.62 
Superintendent F 1 4   10.46 
Superintendent A 2 1 22.51 
 
 
Education reform is related to, but not fully encapsulated by, another emerging 
theme related to contextual factors or external influences: the political aspects of the 
superintendency.  As, I highlighted earlier, the facet of politics was assumed within the 
external influences component of my framework (Figure 4).  The preliminary framework 
I presented in my literature review (Figure 4) presumed politics were one of many 
environmental influences.  Also, the influence of politics on the superintendent was 
supported by literature reviewed for this study (Brunner et al., 2002; Daly et al., 2014; 
Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Leithwood, 1995; Lofton, 2010; Sharp & 
Walter, 2004).  Additionally, in my review of the literature, I presented 
conceptualizations of the superintendent, including that of politician (Brunner et al., 
2002; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Further, Hannaway and Kimball’s (2001) analysis of 
education reform in the school district context point to a relationship with the political 
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environment.  In addition, Sharp and Walter (2004) underscored the political nature of 
the superintendency, and Daly et al. (2014) highlighted the political context 
superintendents work within.  Moreover, Johnson’s (1996) study of superintendents 
included three types of superintendents deemed effective: (a) educational, (b) political, 
and (c) managerial. Further, Leithwood (1995) stated, “By all accounts, this work is 
overwhelmingly ‘political’” (pp. 1-2) and considered this aspect of the superintendency 
from an effective district leadership perspective in his framework for understanding 
school district leadership. 
The participants in my dissertation study validated the inclusion of politics within 
the external influence component in my framework for understanding the superintendent 
(Figure 4). For example, Superintendent Fox highlighted the political aspect of the 
superintendency: “…there’s a political element to the position as well as much as 
educational.” Additionally, Superintendent Carter validated conceptualizations in the 
literature by providing the description of the superintendent as a “political scientist.”  It 
was not surprising that superintendents in my study described and perceived political 
aspects of the superintendency as significant external influences.  While, assumedly, most 
superintendents would acknowledge the political aspect of the superintendency and the 
importance of political shrewdness, it is important that the literature represent district 
chief executives’ perspectives regarding the influence of politics on superintendent 
identity and work.  My preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent 
(Figure 4) presupposes that the context superintendents operate within is important to 
understanding these district leaders.  However, despite the fact that the literature has 
addressed the political aspect of the superintendency, prior research does not provide the 
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superintendent’s perspective regarding the influence of politics on their self-perceptions 
or role expectations as district chief executives. Therefore, my dissertation research set 
out to investigate this potential external influence on superintendent identity. 
Understanding these superintendents’ self-perceptions perceptions regarding the external 
influence of politics as district chief executives is also valuable for extending the 
effective district leadership literature.  
While the school district chief executives in my study described and perceived 
themselves as educational leaders, they also recognized the political aspect of the 
superintendency.  Johnson (1996), in describing how superintendents exercise leadership 
through their actions, provided a principal’s perspective regarding a district chief 
executive who failed to operate effectively within the context of the political 
environment: “He was not a shrewd politician.  He was not a politician. . . . He was an 
educator” (p. 157).  This conceptualization is not consistent with the perspectives offered 
by my study participants. Unlike the principal in Johnson’s (1996) study, none of the 
participants in my dissertation research seemed to view superintendent identity as a 
dichotomy between educator and politician.  This discrepancy in conceptualizations of 
role expectations and perceptions of the superintendency highlights the importance of 
investigating district administrators’ self-perceptions.  Moreover, providing these district 
chief executives ‘explanations of their superintendent practices may prove helpful in the 
development of a more robust education leadership literature base.   
 As I detailed earlier, I utilized the components of my preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent (Figure 4) to organize the key themes, findings and 
analysis from my dissertation study.  In the preceding paragraphs, I focused on 
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superintendent influences, a component of my emerging framework for understanding the 
superintendent.  Also, in this section, I discussed the importance of the reference group to 
superintendent identity.  Now I will turn from the component of superintendent 
influences to my findings and analysis related to superintendent leadership practices   
 
Superintendent Leadership Practices 
The stated purpose of this dissertation is to develop an understanding of how 
school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves.  Moreover, I have 
articulated how the lens of superintendent identity adds value to prior research focused on 
district chief executives’ leadership practices. Furthermore, I have highlighted practical 
benefits of this study, especially for aspiring superintendents. Additionally, my 
dissertation research focused on how study participants described superintendent identity 
and leadership practices, given identity theorists depiction of identity as guiding or 
influencing behavior or practice (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Therefore, in my 
review of literature I depicted Superintendent Identity beneath the surface of a 
superintendent’s leadership practices (Figure 1).  In other words, I conceptualized 
leadership practices as a manifestation of superintendent identity.  Further, I speculated 
that school district chief executives make sense of the superintendency through their self-
perceptions and role expectations.  For these reasons, in my preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), the component of leadership practices was 
depicted as an outgrowth of superintendent identity.   
Within the literature I reviewed earlier related to identity, Cast (2003) stated “By 
incorporating the possibility or the idea that identities and behavior are reciprocally 
linked to each other, a picture of the self as a complex and truly dynamic process is 
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clearer” (p. 51).  This notion of reciprocity between identity and behavior informed my 
investigation into superintendent leadership practices.  Recognizing the reciprocal link 
between superintendent identity and leadership practices may have helped to produce 
more complex explanations within earlier studies.  For this reason, a corresponding aim 
of my dissertation research is to present potential explanations for superintendents’ 
behaviors or leadership practices from district leaders’ descriptions and perceptions. 
While my research investigation did not yield substantive evidence to support 
causal conclusions regarding the reciprocity between superintendent identity and 
practices, it was useful for developing insight into these school district chief executives’ 
leadership practices. Moreover, this study was not intended to provide causal findings 
related to superintendents’ leadership practices.  Rather, the goal of this study is to 
augment the existing literature using my conceptualization of superintendent identity to 
develop qualitative explanations for the leadership practices of district chief executives.  
Further, my investigation of leadership practices contributed to identifying shared 
descriptions and perceptions of superintendent identity as well as potential explanations 
for my study participants’ behaviors as district chief executives.  To this end, through 
research analysis, I will present how school district administrators in my dissertation 
study described and perceived their leadership practices in relationship to superintendent 
identity. 
 As I highlighted within my literature review, the association between 
superintendent identity and behaviors or leadership practices has largely been ignored in 
the education leadership literature.  Musella and Leithwood, (1990) and later Leithwood 
(1995), pointed to the importance of internal processes, or what I consider superintendent 
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identity, with respect to district chief executives’ practices.  Moreover, Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) explained internal processes should not be ignored by those seeking to 
understand the superintendent because they “serve as screens or sense-making 
mechanisms giving rise to CEOs’ actions; knowledge about such processes provides 
explanations for why CEOs act as they do” (p. 23).  In other words, understanding 
superintendent identity, or superintendents’ internal processes, may help explain school 
district chief executives’ practices.  Currently this recognition is absent from theories of 
effective district leadership.  Within this dissertation I have argued that, given this gap in 
the literature, studies focused solely on superintendents’ leadership practices are 
incomplete. Now, I will offer the results of my investigation regarding how study 
participants described and perceived their leadership practices as a contribution to the 
development of theories representing the complex interplay between superintendent 
identity and leadership practices.  
As I pointed out in the review of literature, I found no available studies focused 
on leadership practices relevant to understanding superintendent identity.  Nevertheless, 
the results of my investigation appear to corroborate the findings of earlier studies 
regarding the superintendent (Karbula, 2009 and Fairbanks-Schutz, 2010).  In a published 
dissertation investigating the role of superintendents, Karbula (2009) found that 
superintendents’ core beliefs were connected to behaviors and decision making regarding 
instructional leadership. This seems to demonstrate a connection between superintendent 
identity and practice. Furthermore, Fairbanks-Schutz (2010) points to a connection 
between superintendent beliefs and practices to increase student achievement, specifically 
for marginalized students.  Therefore, it was no surprise to me that my dissertation study 
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participants associated superintendent identity with promoting student achievement.  
Earlier I presented Superintendent Anderson’s statements regarding practices intended to 
foster student achievement.  This superintendent provided motivations for these 
leadership practices: “my work is around trying to create the conditions in which teachers 
can do their best teaching and kids can do their best learning.”  The results of my 
investigation of superintendent identity and leadership practices resonate with the 
literature of Musella and Leithwood (1990), Leithwood (1995), Johnson (1996), Brunner 
et al. (2002), Kowalski and Björk (2005), Sharp and Walter (2004), and Daly et al. 
(2014).  Moreover, Broderick (2011), in a dissertation study, considered not only 
superintendent leadership practices, but also the environment surrounding these district 
administrators.  Broderick suggested that superintendent practices may be affected by the 
context or environment.   
An emerging theme from my dissertation research was that these superintendents 
perceived their leadership practices and influences as reciprocal.  In other words, 
superintendents in my study seemed to convey that both their leadership practices were 
influenced by the external environment, and their leadership practices influenced the 
external environment.  Moreover, within my dissertation study, superintendents described 
their self-perceived influence through leadership practices.  That is, from my study, it 
seems that superintendents perceived their influence as derived from leadership practices. 
Superintendent Carter illustrates this theme while describing the role of the district chief 
executive: “...A decision-maker regarding resources and programs.  A decision-maker 
who gets a lot of input from the stakeholder constituents.”  In other words, this 
superintendent is not only influenced by stakeholder constituents, but also has influence 
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through leadership practices related to resources and programs. On the other hand, 
Superintendent Brennan described this reciprocal influence particularly in the state, 
federal, and district, context:  
I am a regulator right now for these two conflicting parties being State and 
Federal mandates and a teaching force that has been incredibly pushed upon over 
the last 5 or 6 years to keep upping their game… 
  
The responses of my study participants, taken together with the literature, supports the 
notion of a feedback mechanism between the superintendent’s leadership practices and 
environment.  However, it was not clear from my interviews with study participants how 
they regulated external influences or feedback relative to the internal superintendent 
influences of self-perceptions or role expectations on their leadership practices. 
As I detailed earlier, I utilized the components of my preliminary framework for 
understanding the superintendent to organize the key themes, findings and analysis from 
my dissertation study.  Additionally, within my framework for understanding the 
superintendent (Figure 4), the leadership practices represented were conceptualized as 
those identified by Posner and Kouzes (1988).  These authors’ Leadership Practices 
Inventory (LPI) encapsulates five leadership practices identified from studies of 
successful leaders: (1) Challenging the Process, (2) Inspiring A Shared Vision, (3) 
Enabling Others to Act, (4) Modeling the Way, and (5) Encouraging the Heart.  Next, I 
will outline my qualitative investigation and analysis regarding how superintendents 
described and perceived each of these.  
At the time of my literature review, I identified only three studies using the LPI 
instrument to analyze superintendents: Clisbee (2004), Golden (1999), and Redish 
(2010).  However, these studies focused on the superintendent’s practices or behavior 
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without regard to identity.  Therefore, as part of my interview protocol (Appendix D), 
along with reading descriptions for each of Kouzes and Posner’s (2007) leadership 
practices as necessary, I asked my participants to respond to the following question: 
On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being low, 5 being high, and 3 being neutral, how would you 
rate the influence of your identity as a superintendent on the following Leadership 
Practices as defined by Kouzes, J., & Posner, B. (2007) (please explain your ratings): 
a) Challenging the Process? 
b) Inspiring a Shared Vision? 
c) Enabling Others to Act? 
d) Modeling the Way? 
e) Encouraging the Heart? 
Table 12 displays my participants’ verbal ratings of their leadership practices during our 
interviews.  Overall, in my analysis I found the superintendents in my study rated 
themselves above average to high across the five leadership practices.  While I did not 
administer the LPI survey, the responses of my study participants in interviews were 
consistent with what Morris (1998) reported in findings from a study using the LPI: the 




Table 12  
Superintendent Leadership Practices 
 Superintendent 
Leadership practice A B C D E F 
Challenging the process 5 5 4 5 5 5 
Inspiring a shared vision 5 5 5 3 4 5 
Enabling others to act 4 5 5 4 5 5 
Modeling the way 4 5 5 5 5 4 
Encouraging the heart 4 3 4 5 5 3 
 
 
In general, superintendents within my study spoke to the influence of 
superintendent identity on leadership practices as defined by Posner and Kouzes (1988). 
However, in some instances superintendents spoke of leadership behaviors or practices 
distinct from those identified by Posner and Kouzes (1988): challenging the process, 
inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the 
heart.  For example, Superintendent Carter discussed a practice of “being a resource to 
the community, the school system, the staff and the students.”  Superintendent Carter’s 
response, while not explicitly referencing one of Posner and Kouzes’(1988) leadership 
practices, could be interpreted as speaking to several of them.  
As I explained earlier, during my dissertation research interviews I asked study 
participants to both verbally rate the influence of superintendent identity on the five 
leadership practices defined by Posner and Kouzes (1988) and provide explanations of 
their ratings.  My study participants’ explanations for their leadership practice ratings 
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presented in this study underscore the value of qualitative research in providing insight 
beyond numerical values.  What follows are my study participants’ ratings and 
explanations to provide additional insight into how superintendents describe and perceive 
their leadership practices. 
Superintendents within my study rated themselves most highly on the leadership 
practice challenging the process.  In support of a 5 rating, Superintendent Fox explained, 
Because that’s what I do…challenge the status quo to find better ways of 
doing things and I will go before the School Board to push those things even if 
I’m going to get turned down or beaten up.   
 
Superintendent Dougherty, in explaining their rating for Challenging the Process, 
responded, in part, “…I think that’s my role.”  This response seems to demonstrate a 
connection between the role expectation component of superintendent identity and the 
leadership practice of challenging the process. 
All the superintendents in my study also rated themselves moderate to high on the 
leadership practice modeling the way.  Along with the rating, Superintendent Brennan 
explained, 
… I think that’s your most difficult role as a superintendent...  Because… 
to maintain a 5, to put that high on your priority list, that is a great amount of 
work … I’m not always perfect in… days I struggle with that one, but it’s—
priority is what it takes.   
 
Additionally, Superintendent Dougherty offered a thoughtfully considered response: 
 . . . every principal except one in my system I’ve hired…I’ve hired two of the 
four senior staff members…particularly with those newer principals in a very 
complicated school system… I think you just described what I’d like to think is 
my role.   
 
Both study participants connected their role expectations associated with the 
superintendency with this leadership practice. 
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While the superintendents in my study all rated themselves above average to high 
on the leadership practice encouraging the heart, some reported that this was a challenge 
for them.  Superintendent Fox provided context for an average rating: “Because I’m more 
likely to focus on the mind than on the heart.  I’ve got the heart, but I’m not as good at it 
as I want to be saying thank you to people and celebrating success.”  Superintendent 
Edwards explained a moderate to high rating: 
Well I try to do that . . .even our custodians—I’m sending them thank you 
notes for shoveling the snow.  I mean, I try to make people feel they’re important 
and that because they feel they’re an important part of the whole…that is in and 
of itself inspiration of their job.  They’re not just a custodian—they’re not just a 
TA...  They’re very much a part of the whole.  Makes the whole feel good… 
that’s something I consciously work at.   
 
Beyond interpreting superintendents’ self-perceptions as above average relative to 
encouraging the heart, my qualitative findings foster an understanding of the challenges 
superintendents associate with this particular leadership practice.  Since the LPI defined 
leadership practices outside the context of education or the school district, these 
investigation results facilitate a more complex explanation of this leadership practice, 
specifically for superintendents. 
Similarly, on the leadership practice enabling others to act, all of my study 
participants rated themselves above average to high.  In an attempt to explain a moderate 
rating, Superintendent Anderson stated, “everybody goes right to the superintendent and 
I’m not sure I challenge that enough.”  Meanwhile, Superintendent Dougherty explained 
a moderate rating: “…because we struggled to find the balance between having some 
kind of consistency in our approach and autonomy that we would give to individuals.”  
Superintendent Brennan provided a rationale for the highest rating that also spoke to the 
issue of autonomy: 
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… you have to let principals principal, and I tell my principals, “Let teachers 
teach.” If there’s a problem, you see it, you deal with it in a manner that no one 
gets beat up in this district—that’s not what we’re all about.  I don’t want kids 
getting beat up by a teacher in a classroom, and I sure as hell don’t want teachers 
feeling beat up by administrators, and I’m not going to beat up my administrators.  
So you put the power sword away and you just deal with people as who and what 
they are, with respect, and you’re [going to] get a hell of a lot more. 
 
In essence, Superintendent Brennan also acknowledged the identities of staff members.  
Moreover, this superintendent’s response revealed how they view superintendent identity, 
not as one of leading with positional power, but rather as leading through relationship and 
the recognition of others’ identities.  This is a more nuanced view of leadership than what 
I reviewed earlier in the literature 
Interestingly, Superintendent Dougherty provided a self-rating of average on the 
leadership practice inspiring a shared vision. Meanwhile the other study participants 
rated themselves moderate to high on this leadership practice.  Earlier, in my findings 
related to superintendent identity, I presented the emerging theme of vision along with 
Superintendent Edwards’s statement related to the leadership practice inspiring a shared 
vision: 
If I don’t keep that belief and vision present…and keep people 
accountable to closing the achievement gap and making sure that we provide for 
the needs of the range of students, then who does that?   
 
From Superintendent Edward’s comment, the leadership practice of inspiring a shared 
vision appears to be connected not only to superintendent identity, but also to contextual 
factors or external influences such as education reform.  Also, it is noteworthy that this 
superintendent referred to two tenets of education reform: raising academic achievement 
for all students and the notion that all students can learn.  In summary, the qualitative 
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methodology of this study lends itself to a richer portrait of the superintendent and the 
superintendent’s leadership practices. 
 
Summary 
 In this section, I highlighted how my study participants conceptualized the role of 
district chief executive and made sense of their experiences by presenting key findings 
and emerging themes from my dissertation research.  Moreover, the preceding section 
focused on how these superintendents described and perceived themselves as district 
chief executives, as well as factors influencing their identities.  Consistent with the 
phenomenological methodology of my study (van Manen, 1984), I considered related 
statements as well as themes and then included them in descriptions intended to capture 
the essence of the superintendent identity.  To that end, I organized my findings into three 
areas, consistent with the components of my preliminary framework for understanding 
the superintendent: (a) superintendent identity, (b) superintendent influences, and (c) 
superintendent Leadership Practices.  The findings I presented in the area of 
superintendent identity answered the question “Who am I?” from these district chief 
executives’ perspectives.  Additionally, I presented an emerging theme related to 
superintendent identity: superintendent vision.  Meanwhile, my findings relating to 
superintendent influences addressed the question of what these superintendents described 
or perceived as external environmental influences.  In addition, the findings from my 
study regarding leadership influences pointed to the internal realm of the superintendent, 
specifically what these participants distinguished as significant to the development of 
their self-perceptions and role expectations.  Also, I outlined my investigation results 
focused on leadership practices.  Further, I presented the emerging theme that these 
181 
 
superintendents perceived their leadership practices and influences as reciprocal.  Taken 
together, these findings and emerging themes provided the basis for my description of the 
shared meaning my study participants ascribed to the superintendency, including 
descriptions of their self-perceptions and role expectations as district chief executives 
regarding conceptualizations of education reform. Finally, within this section, I presented 
dissertation research findings and analysis in relationship to my conceptualizations of 
superintendent identity (Figure 1) and preliminary framework for understanding school 
district superintendents (Figure 4) to facilitate the development of a more robust 
education leadership research base, including theories of transformation and effective 




 In the preceding chapter, I provided a portrait of the superintendency using the 
findings and themes that emerged from my interviews with six White superintendents 
localized to Massachusetts.  Also, I connected to the discourse within the literature 
regarding education leadership by providing superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations as well as perceived influences on their identities, influences, and practices.  
Additionally, within this chapter, I presented an analysis of my study findings in the 
context of my conceptualization of the superintendent’s identity (Figure 1) as well as my 
preliminary framework for understanding superintendents (see Figure 4).  Further, I 
outlined how my conceptualization of the superintendent’s identity (Figure 1) was borne 
out in my study participants’ responses.  In the Discussion chapter, I will revisit my 
conceptualization of superintendent identity (Figure 1) as well as offer a revised 
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framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 4) as I revisit the literature 




 In this chapter, I presented findings from my dissertation study.  These findings, 
based on superintendents’ perspectives and including verbatim transcript excerpts, were 
useful for developing a description of the superintendency informed by a 
phenomenological research approach.  The analysis of my findings was supported by my 
study participant interviews and data collected from participants’ Preliminary Pre-
Interview Data Inventory (Appendix C).  The approach to data collection, informed by 
phenomenology, for this dissertation study was instrumental to producing a descriptive 
understanding of the participants’ experience (Creswell, 2007), a textural description 
(Moustakas, 1994), or depiction of the superintendency.  Further, in this chapter, I 
outlined how components of my conceptualization of the superintendent identity (Figure 
1) and preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 4) were 
confirmed by my findings.  In the next chapter, I will discuss how my dissertation study 








In a keynote address to the attendees of the 2018 Carnegie Summit on 
Improvement in Education, Pedro Noguera, the Distinguished Professor of Education at 
the Graduate School of Education and Information Studies and Faculty Director for the 
Center for the Transformation of Schools at UCLA, highlighted the role of the 
superintendent in building the capacity of teachers and principals as well as a district 
culture for learning: “Leadership matters.  It’s not feasible to have strategic, systemic 
impact through individual principal leadership” (Noguera, 2018, April).  Moreover, 
Noguera explained how superintendents are vital in addressing problems facing schools 
and cities within the United States of America.  Nevertheless, as I’ve highlighted 
throughout this dissertation, the superintendent has been under-researched in education 
leadership literature.  Further, within studies focused on effective district leadership, the 
superintendent identity has been overlooked. Therefore, the goal of this dissertation study 
is to investigate public school district superintendents to understand how they describe 
and perceive themselves in relation to the superintendency.  Through my research 
regarding superintendent identity, I intend to produce insights into the leadership 
practices of school district leaders. As I have argued throughout this dissertation, the 
dearth of research contemplating the superintendent identity precludes a full 
understanding of the school district chief executive.  Furthermore, education leadership 
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literature, including theories of transformation and effective district leadership, is 
incomplete without an understanding of school district chief executives and their 




As I stated earlier, the purpose of this dissertation is to develop an understanding 
of the public school district superintendent using an approach informed by 
phenomenology and guided by my research questions towards producing a description of 
the superintendency (Creswell, 2007).  While I presented study participant responses 
along with analysis in the Findings chapter, this chapter revisits the investigation results 
in light of the questions guiding my research.  Also, in this chapter I offer a revised 
framework for understanding the superintendent based on data I collected from my study 
participants related to contextual factors, leadership influences, and superintendent 
identity.   
The objective of this chapter is to draw conclusions and discuss implications of 
my findings within the context of these guiding research questions: 
1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  
2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 
the development of their identities? 
3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendents’ self-perceived 
identities? 
Section one includes a summary of my key research findings and their 
contribution to the literature.  In the second section, I demonstrate how this study answers 
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my research questions.  The third section contains a revised framework for understanding 
the superintendent based on my study. Finally, in the fourth section I discuss limitations 
of this study along with implications of my research and potential topics for future 
studies. The following discussion also includes my investigation results, based in part, on 
the portrait of the superintendent I presented in the Findings chapter.  First, I will revisit 
my study findings.  
 
Revisiting Key Findings 
 
The topic of superintendent identity is important for several reasons.  Primarily, 
this represents a novel subject matter that has not previously been addressed in the 
literature despite criticisms of the monolithic image of the school district (Bowers, 2010, 
2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 1998) and limited research towards understanding the 
superintendent.  While my study participants’ answers to my research questions at times 
represent what is recognized in the literature, the value of this dissertation study lies in its 
ability to challenge and confirm assumptions regarding the superintendent from the 
perspectives of these district chief executives. Further, my dissertation study, focused on 
the superintendent identity, extends Johnson’s (1996) work by fostering an appreciation 
of the district leader in the context of relationships with multiple constituencies.  Johnson 
(1996) says of her study:  
This analysis of leadership in context is meant to enable prospective and 
current superintendents, as well as aspiring leaders in other contexts, to reflect 
constructively on their own circumstances, successes, and failures (p.22).   
 
Meanwhile my study offers descriptions and perceptions of superintendent leadership as 
well as a framework for understanding the district chief executive towards the same goal. 
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Furthermore, this dissertation study provides a timely investigation of the 
superintendent identity given the education reform discourse has begun to center on 
effective leadership and researchers have called for additional research on the school 
district superintendent's role (Glass, 1993).  However, the topic of superintendent identity 
is important to the development of more complex theories in school and district 
effectiveness research (Bowers, 2015; Scheerens, 2013). Bowers (2008, 2015) in his 
discussion of districts deemed “effective” raises the question of what role school district 
leadership plays in potential district effects and suggests in-depth qualitative studies may 
help explain a district’s performance. In my review of literature, I postulated that if 
district effects exist, then district leaders most likely play a role in creating them.  
Therefore, this dissertation’s goal of understanding superintendents adds to the education 
leadership discourse as district chief executives are ultimately responsible for policies 
and practices that affect student outcomes. Understanding these superintendents’ self-
perceptions regarding influences on their identities may help explain differences in 
district leaders’ effectiveness.  This goes beyond the current literature focused on 
presentations of those deemed effective, such as Anthony Alvarado, former 
superintendent of New York City’s District #2 and Chancellor of Instruction for San 
Diego City Schools (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; O’Day & Quick, 2009).  
Additionally, the significance of this dissertation study lies in pointing to potential source 
of variance in the effectiveness of district chief executives at the intersection of 
superintendent identity and leadership practices.   
In the preceding chapter I presented key findings and emerging themes from my 
research. First, the superintendents in my dissertation study went beyond the 
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conceptualizations in education literature by not only describing themselves as leaders, 
but also, providing perceptions of their leadership. Characterizations of superintendent 
leadership are significant in the absence of consensus regarding education leadership or a 
definition of superintendent leadership in the literature (Firestone & Riehl, 2005; 
Johnson, 1996).  Aspiring superintendents and school boards or committees who govern 
districts as well as researchers stand to benefit from understanding how sitting 
superintendents describe and perceive themselves rather than viewing these district 
administrators’ leadership practices in isolation. Furthermore, superintendents in my 
study conceptualized their leadership using analogies such as “filter” and “buffer.”  These 
descriptions speak to the superintendent’s potential to influence the effectiveness of 
reform agendas or facilitate the transformation of education at the district, school and 
classroom level.  It follows that superintendent identity, or how superintendents describe 
and perceive themselves, should be considered in theories of effective district leadership.  
As I hypothesized earlier, superintendent identity accounts for some variance in district 
chief executives’ leadership practices.  Therefore, understanding superintendent identity 
may facilitate the development of more complex theories of transformation, as well as 
effective district leadership consistent with calls within prior studies (Bowers, 2015; 
Leithwood, 1995).   
Second, the topic of my research, superintendent identity is significant as I 
investigated school district chief executives as a means of understanding their self-
perceptions and role expectations as district administrators.  My research finding that 
study participants’ self-conceptions were connected to what they did in a professional 
capacity as district chief executives produced an understanding of the all-consuming 
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nature of these district administrators’ work. At the same time, an emerging theme of my 
study was that these superintendents grapple with a tension inherent in connecting their 
self-concept and superintendent identity.  Specifically, the participants in my study spoke 
of an internal struggle regarding connecting their self-concept and superintendent identity 
given their other identities, including spouse or parent.  In other words, as I explained 
earlier, some of my study participants described the superintendent identity as eclipsing 
their other identities.  Highlighting this internal conflict is important to a researcher, 
aspiring superintendent, as well as a school board or committee member’s understanding 
of the superintendent as ultimately it may provide insight into these district chief 
executives.  For example, the internal conflict related to the all-consuming nature of 
superintendent identity described by my study participants may contribute to 
superintendent burnout or the turnover rate for superintendents.   
Third, the topic of superintendent identity is important as my study 
superintendents described their role expectations and self-perceptions in connection with 
leadership practices.  This study finding supports an underlying premise of this 
dissertation study: understanding superintendent identity may provide insight into the 
leadership practices of these school district administrators.  In other words, as I explained 
earlier, the lens of superintendent identity may assist others, particularly researchers and 
aspiring superintendents, in understanding the superintendency in relationship to district 
chief executives’ actions or decisions.  Throughout this dissertation I have argued that 
studies considering leadership practices alone are incomplete.  Further, considering the 
self-expectations and role expectations of district chief executives in relationship to 
leadership practices could be instructive to aspiring superintendents just as biographical 
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materials as well as case studies are included as part of business school preparation for 
business leaders.  
An emerging theme I presented earlier was that these superintendents perceived 
their role as promoting student achievement. In essence, my research revealed that these 
study participants connected their superintendent identity or role expectations and self-
perceptions in terms of the superintendency to leadership practices, specifically those 
promoting student achievement.  Superintendent vision was another emerging theme 
significant to my investigation of superintendent identity, specifically these district 
leaders’ role expectations in connection to leadership practices.  As I explained earlier, 
superintendent vision comprised these district chief executives’ worldviews or how my 
study participants viewed the role of education in society.  Given my study participants 
described leadership practices in connection with superintendent identity, their role 
expectations related to promoting student achievement and vision are important to 
understanding these school district chief executives, as both may provide insight into 
these superintendents’ leadership practices.   
The fourth rationale for the significance of the topic of superintendent identity 
revolves around my study participants’ perceptions of prior experiences as a significant 
influence on the development of their identity as a district chief executive.  Since 
participants in my dissertation study reported prior experiences, especially teaching, as 
influential on superintendent identity and leadership practices, they are important to 
describing and understanding the superintendent as well as interpreting their leadership 
practices.  Moreover, prior experiences with mentors or respected superintendents 
emerged as important not only to identity formation as a district chief executive, but also 
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leadership practices.  Given my study participants perceived prior experiences as a 
significant influence on the development of their identities as school district 
superintendents, it follows that this topic should be considered in education leadership 
research, especially theories of effective district leadership. Further, the finding that my 
study participants perceived prior experiences as significant to the development of their 
identities as school district superintendents is significant as existing effective district 
leadership research does not consider such internal aspects or influences (Musella & 
Leithwood, 1990).  
The fifth reason the topic of my research is important is that it corroborates a key 
conclusion of Johnson (1996) as my study participants described their role within a state, 
district and community context.  Moreover, the superintendents in my dissertation study 
described how they contend with external influences on their identities and leadership 
practices from the state of Massachusetts, their districts, and communities.  An emerging 
theme related to external influences was that superintendents described their role with 
respect to education reform in relationship to the multiple constituents within a school 
district, primarily students and staff, suggesting a more nuanced role of the 
superintendent as an intermediary between the school board or committee, state, federal, 
and local government rather than merely implementing policy.   
Two additional noteworthy emerging themes of my dissertation study centered on 
education reform and politics.  Superintendents in my study described a tension related to 
education reform not previously acknowledged in education leadership literature: that of 
being pulled between implementing legislation or policies aimed at benefiting students 
and shielding staff from what they deemed unnecessary or unreasonable.  Further, 
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superintendents in my study described themselves first as educational leaders, yet they 
recognized the influence of politics or a political aspect of the superintendency.  This 
perspective challenges the notion of a dichotomy among superintendents, as my study 
participants did not consider themselves to be either educator or politician. On the other 
hand, a principal cited in Johnson ‘s (1996) groundbreaking work seemed to espouse the 
notion of a dichotomy.  For this reason, my dissertation research is useful in extending 
the education leadership literature through these superintendents’ self-perspectives and 
expectations.  Additionally, superintendent perspectives regarding the influence of 
education reform and politics have not been included in prior literature.  
Finally, in the previous chapter, I presented the emerging theme that the 
superintendents in my study perceived their leadership practices and influences as 
reciprocal. In other words, these superintendents described themselves as influencing the 
external environment through their leadership practices; and also, they perceived their 
leadership practices were being influenced by external or environmental factors.  The 
responses of my study participants seem to support the notion of a feedback mechanism. 
However, the process whereby superintendents’ leadership practices are influenced by 
the environment and vice versa was not investigated through my dissertation research.   
The findings of my dissertation study point to the value of qualitative data in 
developing an understanding of the superintendent.  Within the Findings and Analysis 
chapter I presented my participants’ interview responses, including their verbal ratings, as 
well as explanations, of the influences of the five leadership practices defined by Posner 
and Kouzes (1988) on superintendent identity.  While I found my study participants rated 
themselves above average to high across the five leadership practices, the insights they 
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provided underscore the value of qualitative research in providing possible explanations 
for such ratings, whereas prior research (Morris, 1998) was limited by quantitative 
methodology.  What follows is a discussion of how my dissertation findings and 
emerging themes relate to my three research questions.  Later in this chapter, I will 
present these findings within my revised framework for understanding the 
superintendent.  
 
Revisiting Research Questions 
 
 Presently I will revisit each of my three research questions and demonstrate how 
my study answers each inquiry.   
 
1. How Do Public School District Superintendents Describe and Perceive 
Themselves?   
 To answer the question of how a sample of school district superintendents 
described and perceived themselves, first I will briefly revisit my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity.  As I outlined in my review of literature, the two major 
components of identity are self-perceptions and role expectations (Stryker and Burke, 
2000).  Further, the conceptualization of superintendent identity I developed served as a 
basis for my emerging framework for understanding the superintendent; not only because 
identity depicts an individual’s perception of himself or herself within a role (Swann & 
Giuliano, 1987), but also it influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; 
Cast, 2003). Therefore, the central investigation of this study is in essence how 
superintendents describe and perceive themselves or superintendent identity.  Given 
“identities are reflexively applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question 
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‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (Collier, 2001, p. 217), I have argued throughout this dissertation 
that to understand the superintendent, the shared meaning these district chief executives 
ascribe to the superintendency must be accepted rather than the perspective of others. 
Moreover, this study’s focus on superintendent identity is important as Johnson 
concludes: “...superintendents who aspire to lead rarely find clear explanations of what 
they can expect from constituents or what they should do” (1996, p.xi).  Hence, this 
dissertation study offers district chief executives’ perspective regarding a critical 
component of superintendent identity, role expectations, or these district administrators’ 
perceptions of what superintendents should do.  Now I will bring together my study 
findings to answer the question of how a sample of Massachusetts public school district 
superintendents described and perceived themselves.  
 First, superintendents in my study described and perceived themselves as leaders.  
This finding confirms what has been conceptualized in the literature regarding the 
superintendent’s role (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood, et al., 2004; 
Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003; Usdan & Cronin, 2003). Further, the descriptions 
my study participants offered of themselves as managers and leaders support Johnson’s 
(1996) conclusion regarding key requirements of district superintendents.  While my 
study participants’ perceptions resonating with the literature, regarding the superintendent 
as leader, may seem trite this dissertation is valuable to the education leadership 
discourse given no shared definition of education leadership or, more specifically, 
superintendent leadership exists (Firestone & Riehl, 2005; Johnson, 1996).  From my 
research, I found 2 emerging themes regarding this role expectation related to 
superintendent leadership: 1) these superintendents described and perceived their 
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leadership as promoting student achievement, and 2) superintendents in my study 
described their personal vision, or world view, as well as their visions in connection to 
district leadership.  The findings from my study related to superintendent leadership seem 
to suggest that understanding the role expectations of my study participants as 
superintendents may assist in interpreting these district chief executives’ actions or 
decisions. 
Second, my study participants described themselves using terms such as “filter,” 
or “synthesizer” (Superintendent Carter). These analogies seem to describe how these 
superintendents enable or empower teachers, principals, or other district administrators.  
The phrases my study participants used to describe themselves are noteworthy.  
Moreover, the value of this line of inquiry lies in providing these district chief 
executives’ perspectives regarding what superintendent leadership looks like, rather than 
others’ viewpoints. 
Third, my study participants described and perceived their leadership practices as 
promoting student achievement.  As I argued earlier, these superintendents’ perspectives 
regarding how they envision their leadership as promoting student achievement are 
important to understanding their leadership practices in the context of superintendent 
identity. For example, these superintendents described how they shield staff from 
unnecessary or unreasonable expectations of educational policies using terms including 
“buffer” (Superintendent Brennan).  
Furthermore, within my findings and analysis I highlighted how these 
superintendents did not describe or perceive themselves. It is important to note how these 
superintendents’ descriptions differed from others’ perceptions in the literature. Earlier I 
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highlighted that while the superintendents in my study characterized some aspects of their 
roles as political, they did not describe themselves as politicians or political leaders.  This 
may explain why the superintendents within my study spoke of taking a stance that was 
not necessarily politically expedient.  For example, superintendents in my study spoke 
about challenging specific policies or practices they considered at odds with promoting 
student achievement. Taken together with prior research (Fairbanks-Schutz, 2010), my 
study participants descriptions and perceptions of themselves as leaders primarily focused 
on student achievement seems to reveal a significant role expectation of these 
superintendents. The revelation that these superintendents’ role expectations include 
promoting student achievement points to a possible motivation for this sample of district 
chief executives’ behavior.  In the absence of this understanding, these superintendents’ 
actions may be viewed by others as public relations or politics (Bolla, 2010). As I argued 
earlier, understanding how this sample of superintendents describe and perceive 
themselves may provide valuable insight into these leaders’ practices.  Therefore, these 
superintendents’ perspectives, including the role expectation of promoting student 
achievement, must be brought to bear in the interest of developing a more complete 
understanding of the district chief executive in research and practice. 
Additionally, as I discussed earlier, given the localized context, this study 
responds to my research inquiry from the perspective of a white superintendent sample in 
Massachusetts.  Further, my study participant sample was majority male district chief 
executives.  As a result, my research did not contemplate the intersectionality of racial 
and gender identities in the development of these participants’ superintendent identity or 
leadership practices. Meanwhile, Horsford (2012) highlights the significance of racial and 
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gender identities in the development of educational leaders’ practice, particularly Black 
women.  While my study represents one perspective regarding superintendent identity, 
later I will discuss implications for future studies.   
In addition, within my findings and analysis several paradoxes emerged from my 
study participants descriptions and perceptions of themselves as superintendents.  One 
paradox I highlighted earlier was that the superintendents in my study appeared to 
grapple with a tension stemming from connecting their self-concept and superintendent 
identity.  A second paradox that emerged through my analysis:  some superintendents in 
my study perceived their role as promoting student achievement despite voicing 
skepticism about measures of student achievement.  The third paradox I pointed to earlier 
was the seeming inconsistency in my study participants characterizing some aspects of 
the superintendent role as political, yet these district chief executives did not describe 
themselves as politicians or political leaders.  These seeming contradictions underscore 
the complexity of these participants’ superintendent identity.  Moreover, the paradoxical 
findings of my study regarding superintendents’ self-perceptions and role expectations 
suggest these school district administrators ascribe a more nuanced meaning to leadership 
than what has previously been presented in the literature. Further, the points of seeming 
discrepancy within these district chief executives’ descriptions and perceptions of 
themselves as superintendents were often related to what I identified as dual reciprocity 
between not only external influences and leadership practices, but also superintendent 
identity and leadership practices.  This is presented in my revised framework (Figure 6).   
 This research question centered on superintendent identity, how public school 
district superintendents describe and perceive themselves, bears significance. Theories of 
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education reform and effective district leadership have relied on others’ definitions of 
effective superintendents in the absence of a clear definition of leadership or appreciation 
of superintendent self-perceptions and role expectations. For instance, researchers 
chronicle Anthony Alvarado, former superintendent of New York City’s District #2 and 
Chancellor of Instruction for San Diego City Schools (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 
2002; O’Day & Quick, 2009).  These studies offer limited insights into this 
superintendent’s role expectations and a scant contribution toward the development of a 
shared definition for superintendent leadership given the focus on the effectiveness of a 
single individual. In the end, it is important to investigate not only how superintendents 
describe and perceive themselves, but also the factors school district leaders perceive as 
influential in the development of their identities.  Next, I will address my second research 
question.   
 
2. What Factors Do Public School District Superintendents Perceive as Influential in 
the Development of Their Identities? 
 While the central investigation of this study was how a sample of district chief 
executives perceived themselves as superintendents, factors influential to the 
development of their self-perceptions and role expectations are important. To answer the 
question regarding factors influential in the development of the superintendent identity 
from my study participants’ perspectives, first I will revisit the identity formation 
process.  Then I will use my conceptualization of the superintendent identity, grounded 
by identity theory, in connection with my findings to address the question of what factors 




Within this dissertation study, my line of inquiry centered around understanding 
superintendent identity, including influences on its development. Through my review of 
literature, I established that theorists describe the position of “worker,” as an identity 
(Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003).  Within my research investigation, the superintendent 
represents the worker.  Further, Collier (2001) outlines the first step within the identity 
formation process as “compare self with role standard for reference group” (p. 222-223).  
Therefore, I considered the Reference Group’s importance to understanding 
superintendent identity.  This line of inquiry is important as it stands to reason that 
influences on superintendent identity shape a district leader’s self-perceptions, and 
ultimately how district chief executives describe and perceive themselves.   
Furthermore, behavior or practices influence identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; 
Cast, 2003). Moreover, Cast (2003) explains “…by incorporating the possibility or the 
idea that identities and behavior are reciprocally linked to each other, a picture of the self 
as a complex and truly dynamic process is clearer” (p. 51).  In the same way, Johnson 
(1996) asserts: “all leadership is shaped by the overlapping contexts -historical, 
community, and organizational- in which it occurs” (p.xii).  What is more, Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) argue Internal Processes, or what I describe as superintendent identity, 
should not be ignored by those seeking to understand the superintendent. These authors 
explain that internal processes “serve as screens or sense-making mechanisms giving rise 
to CEOs’ actions; knowledge about such processes provides explanations for why CEOs 
act as they do” (Musella & Leithwood, 1990, p. 23).  Therefore, it follows that 
investigating factors district leaders perceive as influential in how they describe and 
perceive themselves or “internal processes” (Leithwood, 1995) can also be useful in 
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understanding the superintendent’s leadership practices. Next, I will discuss the factors 
that my study participants perceived as influential in the development of their 
superintendent identity. 
First, all participants in my study referred to mentors or their superintendent role 
models as influences on the development of a superintendent identity. It was noteworthy 
that my study participants spoke of the mentoring influence continuing beyond the initial 
two-year period of identity formation (Cast,2003) since all had been superintendents for 
more than three years. The significance of this revelation from my investigation 
regarding these superintendent’s reference group, specifically role standards or mentors, 
lies in understanding this influence on how district leaders describe and perceive 
themselves.  Moreover, understanding the reference group in the context of 
superintendent identity may provide an explanation for these district leaders’ practices 
and may contribute to more complex theories of effective district leadership (Bowers, 
2015; Leithwood, 1995).  Specifically, the superintendent reference group, especially 
mentors, may help explain variations in the effectiveness of district leaders.   
Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity (Figure 1), consistent with 
Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) framework, superintendent identity is influenced by 
environmental factors.  However, while my study participants contributed to my 
understanding of environmental influences along with the two major components of 
superintendent identity, self-perceptions and role expectations (Stryker and Burke, 2000), 
it is unclear how my study participants mediated between external and internal 
influences.   
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 Second, through my dissertation research, I confirmed that these superintendents 
perceived education reform as a significant contextual factor in the development of their 
identities as school district administrators. For example, Superintendent Carter’s self-
perceptions and role expectations of the district chief executive demonstrates the 
influence of education reform on superintendent identity as perceived by this participant:  
…district leader…the filter and synthesizer to make it easier for my 
administrators, principals, staff to focus on teaching and children and young 
adults and running their buildings rather than have to respond to… too many 
initiatives.   
 
Superintendent Carter also stated: “I would say that who I am is a strong factor in how I 
respond to the pressures or the requirements and responsibilities placed upon me by 
Ed[ucation] Reform.” This superintendent explicitly pointed to the influence of education 
reform on the development of superintendent identity.  Another superintendent used the 
analogies of “negotiator,” “buffer” or “pressure cooker” (Superintendent Brennan) in 
describing the influence of education reform on the superintendent identity.  From these 
superintendents’ perceptions of the influence of education reform on the development of 
their identities this seems important to understanding the school district leader.  These 
conceptualizations of my study participants depict a more nuanced perception of their 
role than that of key education reform thinkers that describe the superintendent as merely 
a conduit for promoting education reform policies (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Leithwood, 
2013; Leithwood et al., 2004). 
In addition to perceptions regarding this influence of education reform, my study 
participants described their perceptions of this influence in relationship to the multiple 
constituents within a school district, primarily students and staff.  Here is an excerpt from 
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Superintendent Edwards’ statement I highlighted earlier centered on this study 
participants role expectations related to education reform:  
… there are a lot of things that are thrown at us all the time and I’m pretty good at 
being able to separate the wheat from the chafe … do the spirit of it …trying to 
protect people in the district from getting overly worried...  
 
These study participants also spoke about a tension between implementing education 
reform policies aimed at benefiting students and shielding staff from unnecessary or 
unreasonable aspects associated with implementing initiatives. In other words, this 
tension revolves around supporting teachers and administrators while implementing 
education reform policies aimed at improving student outcomes.  This tension was not 
identified or addressed in the literature.  Another tension my study participants identified 
associated with education reform relates to its locus of control: superintendents described 
education reform policies as coming from outside of the school district.  Offering 
superintendents’ descriptions and perceptions of themselves in relationship to education 
reform, including associated tensions, extends the discourse regarding superintendent 
leadership by not only offering these district chief executives’ conceptualizations, but 
also highlighting its influence on them.  The conceptualizations I presented here are 
noteworthy because they demonstrate how the influence of education reform shaped 
these district leaders’ descriptions and perceptions of themselves. To my point, the 
influence of education reform on superintendent identity and ultimately leadership 
practices has not been previously addressed in the literature.   
Third, as a result of my dissertation inquiry, I confirmed that my study 
participants perceived politics as influential in the development of their superintendent 
identity. While I did not contemplate the effectiveness of the superintendents within my 
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dissertation study, the findings I presented from my research regarding political facets of 
the superintendency support the existing literature (Brunner et al., 2002; Daly et al., 
2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Leithwood, 1995; Lofton, 2010; Sharp & 
Walter, 2004).  Also, they add to the body of education leadership literature. Specifically, 
this dissertation study provides superintendents’ descriptions and perceptions of the 
influence of politics or the political aspects on their identities. This confirms Leithwood’s 
(1995) conclusion in the context of investigating effective leadership required to 
transform school districts.  He states, “By all accounts, this work is overwhelmingly 
‘political’” (Leithwood, 1995, p.1-2).  He also explains:  
Of course, politics is by no means confined to arenas officially designated 
as political in the sense of pubic authorities who allocate scare resources.  For 
example, community members, union representatives, teachers, and other groups 
have unique interests that they often advocate and seek support for. (Leithwood, 
1995, p. 9). 
 
Moreover, as I outlined earlier, Johnson (1996) presents the Political superintendent as 
one of three types of effective superintendents.  In Superintendents Anderson, Edwards, 
and Fox’s self-perceptions, they describe politics within their environments or political 
pressure. Also, Superintendent Brennan describes being “at the whim of the school 
committee –elected officials.” How superintendents describe and perceive political 
influences on their identities is instructive for aspiring superintendents and offers 
valuable insights for effective district leadership theory and research.  For example, 
Superintendent Fox states:  
If you want to be an effective superintendent, you …have to have rhino 
skin;  Can’t get crushed when people don’t like your ideas or say things about 




This suggests this superintendent’s convictions may contribute not only to an 
understanding of how they conceive of superintendent leadership, but also the influences 
on their leadership, including politics or political aspects. As I argued earlier, my study 
finding regarding the influence of politics on the development of superintendent identity, 
or the political aspect of the superintendency, must be taken together with prior research 
to develop a more complete appreciation of the district chief executive. 
In the Findings section, I outlined contextual factors or external influences on 
superintendents’ identities.  Also, I noted that my study participants did not specifically 
identify training as an influence. Nevertheless, all of the superintendents in my study had 
earned master’s degrees in education and this training seemed apparent from their 
responses to my interview questions.  In fact, as I pointed out earlier, some of my 
participants’ responses included popular education leadership jargon. For example, 
Superintendents Carter and Edwards referred to themselves as “instructional leader.”  
Unsurprisingly, this seems to suggest that my study participants may have been oblivious 
to some influences on their identities. This issue is further discussed in the limitations 
section. Now I will turn to a discussion of my third research question. 
 
3. What Similarities Exist in Public School District Superintendents’ Self-Perceived 
Identities? 
 To answer this research question, first I will briefly revisit the theoretical lens of 
identity theory and my interpretative approach for this study.  Then, I will come back to 
my key findings regarding how my study participants described and perceived 
themselves to highlight similarities in these superintendents’ self-perceived identities. 
The investigation of superintendent identity within this dissertation study is aligned with 
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the approach of my research informed by phenomenology, as two overarching goals of 
phenomenological research are to provide a description and present an interpretation of 
the meaning multiple individuals give to their experience (Creswell, 2013).  In other 
words, how my study participants described and perceived themselves informed my 
understanding of the superintendency, specifically their role expectations and self-
perceptions as district chief executives.  This question regarding similarities among how 
superintendents described and perceived themselves speaks to my study participants’ 
shared understanding of the superintendent identity.  Thoits (2003) defined identity as 
“positions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptive” (p. 184) and 
Collier (2001) explained, “Identities are reflexively applied cognitions in the form of 
answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (p. 217).  Further, identity theorists 
explicate how identity influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 
2003).  Given that understanding these district leaders’ internal processes or identities 
helps explain their practices, the investigation of this study into similarities in how 
superintendents describe and perceive themselves is significant to my argument for 
adding qualitative explanations to the discourse regarding leadership practices. The 
importance of considering the superintendent’s internal processes, or superintendent 
identity, in connection with behavior has generally been ignored in the education 
leadership literature (Leithwood, 1995; Musella & Leithwood, 1990).  Moreover, as I 
highlighted earlier, these authors explain that internal processes should not be ignored by 
those seeking to understand the superintendent as they “serve as screens or sense-making 
mechanisms giving rise to CEOs’ actions; knowledge about such processes provides 
explanations for why CEOs act as they do” (Musella & Leithwood, 1990, p. 23). Also, as 
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I discussed earlier, prior studies focused on superintendents’ practices or behavior 
without regard to superintendent identity.  Furthermore, as I have argued throughout this 
dissertation, the recognition of the reciprocal link between identity and behavior (Cast, 
2003) may have helped produce more complex explanations for superintendents’ 
practices within prior studies.  
This dissertation study goes beyond superintendents’ quantitative ratings and 
considers how these district leaders describe the influence of their identities on the five 
leadership practices identified within James Kouzes and Barry Posner’s Leadership 
Practices Inventory (LPI): Challenging the Process, Inspiring a Shared Vision, Enabling 
Others to Act, Modeling the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  The significance of my 
dissertation research highlighting the similarities in superintendents self-perceived 
identities lies in its attempt to address a gap in the literature, as prior research does not 
address how individuals at the helm of school districts describe and perceive themselves 
or what superintendent identity brings to bear in school district leadership. In other 
words, by addressing this research question, my study adds to the literature a framework 
for understanding superintendent identity.  While Honig’s (2003, 2006, 2008) studies 
focused on boundary spanners at the district level, my research centered on the 
superintendent and shared conceptualizations of this role seeks to counteract the 
monolithic image of the district critiqued in the literature (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 
2008; Spillane, 1998). Further, through my study I aim to facilitate more complex 
theories of effective district leadership (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995) through shared 
perspectives of district leadership.  Next, I will outline similarities that exist in public 
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school district superintendents’ self-perceived identities I found through my dissertation 
study. 
 First, in my dissertation research, participants described and perceived the role of 
superintendent as one fraught with complexity. For example, Superintendent Carter 
describes the superintendency as “too complex to have one skill set” and provided 
analogies including: juggler, change agent, and political scientist.  Earlier I presented this 
superintendent’s role expectations regarding the superintendency that were echoed by my 
other study participants: 
And now… it’s hard to explain what we are, but we’re definitely 
instructional leaders; we’re definitely change agents; and …we’re people 
managers, because 95% of all issues are personnel issues…when you’re talking 
about identity…think about what’s demanded of a superintendent today: you have 
to be a philosopher, business manager, superman—or superwoman now, thank 
God—teacher, sociologist, political scientist, change agent, instructional leader, 
and counselor-educator.   
 
Taken together, my study participants portray the superintendency as all consuming. 
Further, with respect to education reform, superintendents described and perceived 
themselves as sense-makers, buffering staff from the myriad of policies or initiatives. 
Ultimately, the portrait these superintendents painted of their leadership highlighted the 
multifaceted nature of the superintendency.  
  Second, in the Findings section, I outlined similarities in how my study 
participants connected their self-conceptions and superintendent identity. In other words, 
my study participants viewed their self-perceptions and role expectations as 
superintendent to be self-descriptive (Collier, 2001).  Additionally, the superintendents in 
my study described how they grappled with a tension inherent in characterizing ‘self’ as 
the meaning they ascribed to the district chief executive role (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). 
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This finding seems to suggest my study participants perceived a commitment to 
superintendent identity as being in conflict with their other identities.  Stryker and Burke 
(2000) explore the concept of multiple identities and acknowledge the potential for 
competition between identities.  This seems to support my conclusion. The depiction of 
superintendents in my study grappling with multiple identities humanizes them and 
presents a more holistic picture of these men and women.  A full appreciation of the 
superintendent is necessary to advance realistic conceptions of the district chief executive 
in research as well as practice.   
 Third, within my dissertation study, participants provided similar self-perceptions 
of how superintendent identity influenced their leadership practices as district chief 
executives.  Specifically, my study participants identified comparable role expectations, a 
component of superintendent identity, regarding the leadership practice of Challenging 
the Process.  Similarly, my study participants described how they connected their 
conceptualizations of superintendent identity with the leadership practice Modeling the 
Way.  For example, Superintendent Dougherty explained their rating in an interview: 
“…I think you just described what I’d like to think is my role.”  Understanding the 
reciprocity between each of my study participants’ superintendent identity and leadership 
practices may provide a more nuanced understanding of these school district chief 
executive representing the complexity of the superintendency absent from current 
education leadership literature.  
Fourth, from my study findings, participants perceived prior experiences as 
significant to the development of superintendent identity.  For example, Superintendents 
Carter and Edwards directly stated that prior experiences had an influence or shaped them 
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as school district superintendents. Further, all of the superintendents related a personal 
story they perceived as influential to the development of their identity as district chief 
executive and ultimately motivated their leadership practices.  Focusing on differences in 
district chief executives’ prior experiences as influences on the development of the 
superintendent identity may help explain variances in practices and effectiveness.   
Fifth, superintendents in my dissertation study described their role in terms of 
state, district, and local community contexts. Johnson (1996) speaks to the importance of 
considering the superintendent within the community context. The finding that my study 
participants described their role in terms of state, district, and local community contexts 
corroborates Johnson’s (1996) work.  Given differences in these superintendents’ 
environments, this external influence may also help account for variances in district chief 
executives’ practices and or effectiveness.  Beyond discussing external influences on the 
development of superintendent identity, my study participants also described their self-
perceived influence on the external environment, particularly the district, local 
community and state. In other words, they seemed to suggest a reciprocity between the 
external environment’s influence on the superintendent identity of my participants and 
their leadership practices. This seems consistent with what Johnson (1996) concludes: 
“...Effective superintendents adjust deftly to changes in context, thus augmenting their 
chance to influence others” (1996, p.xii).  While analysis of the effectiveness of my study 
participants was outside of the scope of this dissertation study, this finding regarding 
superintendents’ self-perceived influence on the environment also supports other research 
highlighting the superintendent’s potential influence organizationally as well as 
politically (Brunner et al., 2002; Daly et al., 2014; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Sharp & 
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Walter, 2004).  This notion of reciprocity between the superintendent’s self-perceived 
influence of environmental factors on the development of their superintendent identity 
and perceived influence on their external context could add to theories of transformation 
and effective district leadership. However, the reciprocity between the superintendent 
identity and leadership practices has not been investigated in prior research studies.  
While other frameworks address impacts on the superintendent (Leithwood, 1995; 
Musella & Leithwood, 1990), the framework I developed through my research 
contemplates how superintendents impact the community as well as the organizations 
they lead.  Now I will turn to a discussion of my revised framework for understanding the 
superintendent. 
 
Revisiting the Framework for Understanding the Superintendent 
 
Table 13 brings together my key research findings aligned to my preliminary 
framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 4).  As Table 13 highlights, the 
commonalities found in my interviews with public school district superintendents depict 
a leader whose practices or behaviors are influenced by contextual factors. Yet taken 
together, my findings point to a sample of district chief executives, each possessing a 
superintendent identity, including self-perceptions and role expectations, that they bring 
to bear as he or she leads a district while being responsive to the environment or context.  
At the same time, my investigation revealed these district superintendents focus on 
managing human and financial resources in order to promote student achievement.  Next, 
I will discuss my findings in connection to the preliminary Framework for Understanding 
Superintendents (Figure 4) presented earlier and offer a revised framework. 
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Table 13  
Synthesis of Key Research Findings Towards Understanding Superintendents 
Framework component Finding 
External influences According to study participants, superintendent 
identity is influenced by… 
·state, district, and local community contexts 
·education reform in relationship to their 
multiple constituents 
·political aspects of the superintendency 
Superintendent identity According to study participants, the meaning 




·connect their concept of ‘self’ with the chief 
executive role 
·grapple with a tension inherent in connecting 
their self-concept with their conceptions 
of the chief executive role 
·See their role as promoting student 
achievement 
·develop superintendent identity through prior 
experiences (e.g. teacher) 
Superintendent leadership 
practices 
According to participants, superintendents 
leadership practices… 
·connect to their role expectations and self-
perceptions 
·influence the external environment and are 
influenced by their self-perceptions and 
role expectations 
 
 Figure 6 depicts my revised framework considering my emergent findings. 
Beginning on the left, my evolved framework includes (1) External Influences, (2) 
Superintendent Identity, (3) Superintendent Leadership Practices, (4) School System, and 
(5) Student Achievement.  Now, in turn I will discuss each of the new components of my 





Figure 6. Revised framework for understanding superintendents. 
 
External Influences 
The external influences component of my framework is grounded by the work of 
identity theorists.  Given Stryker and Burke’s (2000) conceptualization of identity, I 
defined external influences as contextual factors external to the superintendent. 
Moreover, I considered superintendent identity as being influenced externally and 
subsequently self-perceptions and role expectations influence a superintendent’s 
practices.  In this study, my inquiry related to district chief executives’ external 
influences centered on factors my research participants perceived as influential in the 
development of their identities.  
Further, the external influences component of my framework was consistent with 
prior research related to external influences affecting the school district superintendent 
(Bredeson et al., 2011; Crowson, 1987; Daly & Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Daly et al., 2014; 
Glass, 1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski et al., 2011; Ornstein, 2005; Payzant, 2011; Sharp 
& Walter, 2004; Usdan & Cronin, 2003; Wright & Harris, 2010).  External factors 
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conceptualized within this component of my preliminary framework included education 
reform and politics.  Through my inquiry, I also considered other contextual factors, 
including organizational conditions. Now, I will discuss three key findings that support 
the inclusion of external influences in my revised framework. 
According to participants, superintendents are influenced by (1) political aspects 
of the superintendency, (2) education reform in relationship to their multiple constituents, 
and (3) state, district, and local community contexts.  Johnson (1996), in her study of 12 
superintendents, highlighted the local community context as well as politics district 
leaders encountered and asserted that leadership is shaped by the overlap of historical, 
community, and organizational contexts.  However, neither my preliminary framework 
nor my revised framework for understanding the superintendent included separate 
components for these contextual factors as their influence on superintendent identity is 
assumed within the frameworks.  Also, I suspect additional external influences exist that 
were not identified through my research.  
The findings of my study provide evidence to support the external influences 
component of the framework (Figure 6).  Specifically, my findings regarding 
superintendents’ perceived influences of education reform and politics on the 
development of their identities confirmed these contextual factors as external influences.  
Moreover, given my findings, the influence of state, district, and local community 
contexts on superintendent identity should also be acknowledged within the External 





The superintendent identity component centered on my conceptualization of 
superintendent identity (see Figure 1).  Superintendent identity was essential to my 
revised framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 6) because identity 
depicts an individual’s perception of himself or herself within a role (Swann & Giuliano, 
1987), and influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Given 
identity theorists definitions of identity, I conceptualized superintendent identity as 
“internalized role expectations” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 286).  Moreover, earlier I 
hypothesized that expectations of the district chief executive role guide superintendents’ 
actions.  In addition to role expectations, self-perceptions were implicit within this 
component of the framework consistent with identity literature (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  
Further, select literature related to identity presented in my review of literature (Tables 3 
and 4) inferred that school district superintendents’ self-perceptions and role expectations 
determine how they describe and perceive the superintendency.  Additionally, in my 
revised framework for understanding superintendents (Figure 6), consistent with the 
preliminary framework I presented earlier, superintendent identity is conceptualized as 
influencing the district leader’s behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 
2003). 
While I found limited research relevant to my investigation of superintendent 
identity (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, 2002, 2004; Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007; 
Lofton, 2010; Pitner & Ogawa, 1981; Sanchez, 2008), the study findings presented within 
this dissertation validate the superintendent identity component of the revised framework 
(Figure 6).  Additionally, this component of my framework was supported by Musella 
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and Leithwood (1990).  Again, I must point to these authors as they frame the importance 
of internal processes, or superintendent identity, as “screens or sense-making mechanisms 
giving rise to CEOs’ actions” (Musella & Leithwood, 1990, p 23).  Next, I will present 
key findings supporting the inclusion of the superintendent identity in my revised 
framework. 
According to study participants, the meaning given to characterize the 
superintendent identity was that of leader.  Moreover, study participants described how 
they perceived the prior experiences as influencing the development of their 
superintendent identity as district chief executives. In addition a role expectation 
identified through my study was encapsulated in the finding that superintendents 
perceived their role as promoting student achievement.  Also, study participants 
described connecting their role expectations and self-perceptions of the superintendency 
with their self-conceptions. Further, superintendents in my study described grappling 
with tension arising from prioritizing superintendent identity given the multiple identities 
they possess, consistent with what Stryker and Burke (2000) explain as competition 
between identities.  These study findings provide evidence to support the maintenance of 
the superintendent identity component in the revised framework (Figure 6).   
 
Superintendents Leadership Practices 
The superintendent leadership practices component of my framework (Figure 6) 
was conceptualized based on the premise that it was influenced by superintendent 
identity, consistent with identity theorists Burke and Reitzes (1981) and Cast (2003).  My 
inquiry related to the superintendent’s leadership practices centered on how district chief 
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executives perceived superintendent identity influencing their leadership practices as 
school district administrators. 
Also, the inclusion of superintendent leadership practices component of my 
framework (Figure 6) is supported by prior research examining the leadership practices of 
superintendents (Clisbee, 2004; Golden, 1999; Redish, 2010), although none of these 
studies considered the superintendent’s leadership practices in the context of 
superintendent identity.  Additionally, two studies regarding superintendents’ behavior 
relevant to my dissertation research support the maintenance of this component within 
my revised framework: Fairbanks-Schutz (2010), and Broderick (2011).  The findings of 
Fairbanks-Schutz (2010) suggest a connection between superintendent beliefs and 
practices in increasing student achievement, specifically for marginalized students.  
Meanwhile, Broderick (2011) found context or environment may affect superintendent 
practices.   
Presently, I will present key findings supporting the inclusion of the 
superintendent’s leadership practices within my revised framework.  According to my 
study participants, they demonstrated leadership practices in connection with 
superintendent identity, consistent with notions advanced by identity theorist (Burke & 
Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Also, my study participants described their self-perceived 
influence on the external environment, particularly the district, local community and 
state, through their leadership practices. These findings seem to suggest a dual reciprocity 
between (1) the components of external influences and leadership practices, and (2) 
between the components of superintendent identity and leadership practices. The findings 
of my study highlighted both the context as well as the influences that superintendents 
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perceived as shaping their leadership practices.  Moreover, Johnson (1996) concluded: 
“...Effective superintendents adjust deftly to changes in context, thus augmenting their 
chance to influence others” (1996, p.xii).  In summary, these findings validate the 
continuation of the superintendent’s leadership practices component within my revised 
framework for understanding superintendents.   
 
School System 
The school system component was not included within my preliminary 
framework (Figure 4) as I assumed organizational culture as well as the school system 
context as external influences since they are outside of superintendent identity.  
Moreover, as I explained earlier, I did not include a school district component because its 
significance to superintendent identity was unclear to me as I developed my preliminary 
framework (Figure 4).  However, I noted Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) inclusion of 
school system culture and context within their framework. Meanwhile, my inquiry related 
to superintendent identity investigated study participants’ perceptions regarding the 
relationship between the school system and their identities.  Given my research findings, 
the school system seemed to warrant a separate component.  Now I will highlight key 
research and findings supporting the inclusion of this component in my revised 
framework. 
From my research, a finding that supports the inclusion of the school system 
component within the revised framework (Figure 6) is that superintendents describe their 
role within a district context. While I did not find research specifically related to the 
school system and superintendent identity, Daly and Finnigan (2011, 2012) highlight the 
role of superintendents in education reform through relational linkages that support or 
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hinder reform efforts within a district.  This study lends credence to another of my 
research findings related to external influences, specifically that superintendents describe 
their role in education reform in relationship to the multiple constituents, primarily within 
the school district, including students and staff.  Additionally, my research findings seem 
to suggest a reciprocity between superintendents’ leadership practices and the school 
system.  Therefore, given my study participants’ perceptions of this contextual factor as a 
significant influence on their superintendent identities and Johnson’s (1996) study 
highlighting how the organizational context shapes district leaders, I incorporated the 
school system component into my revised framework. 
 
Student Achievement 
The student achievement component was also not included within my preliminary 
framework (Figure 4) as I did not consider students to be part of an investigation into 
superintendent identity.  While I noted Leithwood’s (1995) Framework for understanding 
school district leadership included the element of student growth, I did not include this 
component within my preliminary framework because its relationship to superintendent 
identity was unclear to me.  However, through my inquiry an emerging theme was that 
my study participants connected superintendent identity, or meaning of the 
superintendency, to promoting student achievement. 
Although I did not find research specifically focused on students and 
superintendent identity, in my review of literature I found studies that considered the 
district chief executive in relation to student achievement (Hart & Ogawa, 1987; Waters, 
Marzano, & McNulty, 2003; Wiley, 2011). Additionally, it was noteworthy that Waters, 
Marzano, and McNulty (2003) in a meta-analysis considered the superintendent’s effect 
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on student achievement: “…when district leaders are carrying out their leadership 
responsibilities effectively, student achievement across the district is positively affected” 
(2006, p.11). Further, Fairbanks-Schutz (2010) found a connection between 
superintendent beliefs and practices that lend credibility to my finding and supports the 
inclusion of student achievement within my revised framework. 
 
Significance of Revised Framework for Understanding Superintendents (Figure 6) 
 
 My motivations for constructing a framework to understand superintendents were 
outlined in the Literature Review chapter; most notably, while several authors cite 
Musella and Leithwood (1990) as well as Leithwood (1995) in the literature, prior 
research did not extend either framework to develop an understanding of the United 
States superintendent.  Further, superintendent identity was not explicitly considered 
within either framework (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995).  Additionally, I sought to 
extend the work of Johnson (1996) toward understanding school district leadership 
through my dissertation research. 
 At the outset of my investigation, I saw Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) and 
Leithwood’s (1995) frameworks as contributing to a broader understanding of school 
district administrators by addressing the internal aspect of school district leaders as this 
was absent from the educational leadership discourse.  However, while Musella and 
Leithwood (1990) asserted that the purpose of appreciating district leaders’ internal 
processes is to appreciate variations in practices and their resultant impact, I reasoned that 
before attending to variation, there first must be an appreciation of superintendent 
identity as well as its relationship to leadership practices.  Further, as I pointed out in my 
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review of the literature, there were significant differences between my preliminary 
framework and those of Leithwood (1995) as well as Musella and Leithwood’s (1990), 
beyond my exclusion of school district and student growth components.  First, these 
authors were primarily concerned with how organizational context shapes the actions of 
mostly Canadian CEOs. Second, the focus of Leithwood (1995) as well as Musella and 
Leithwood’s (1990) research was on effective school district leadership. Therefore, I 
intentionally uncoupled my inquiry from that discourse as I felt it would create an 
unnecessary obstacle to understanding superintendents by requiring me to first establish 
the effectiveness of my study participants.  In the end, after incorporating the findings 
from my research, the revised framework that emerged from my study(Figure 6) most 
closely resembles Leithwood’s (1995) Framework for understanding school district 
leadership (Figure 3) in its inclusion of school system and student components.   
While my findings corroborate elements of Leithwood’s (1995) framework, they 
challenge others.  Leithwood (1995), in presenting his framework states:  
The sets of variables that I propose within each construct can be justified, 
but they remain open to dispute (as would alternative sets).  And this is the point.  
At least a major portion of future research in this domain ought to be driven by 
such well-framed dispute, in my view.  There will be dispute about the most 
productive theories for describing each construct and its relationship with other 
constructs. (p. 321-322) 
 
On the other hand, within my revised framework (Figure 6) there is reciprocity between 
superintendent identity and leadership practices that does not exist in Leithwood’s (1995) 
framework.  For example, through my research, I validated elements of Leithwood’s 
(1995) framework, specifically the student and school district components. 
There are several major differences between my preliminary (Figure 4) and 
revised (Figure 6) frameworks.  The preliminary framework presented in Figure 4 was 
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developed based on my literature review and hypotheses in order to guide my research. In 
my preliminary framework, there were three components that detailed a simplistic 
understanding of the superintendent: (1) External Influences, (2) Superintendent Identity, 
and (3) Superintendent Leadership Practices.  Meanwhile, the revised framework I 
presented in Figure 6 was designed to reflect the detailed descriptions of my study 
participants.  Consistent with my preliminary framework, in my revised framework there 
is reciprocity between external influences and the superintendent’s leadership practices.  
Also, the reciprocity between superintendent identity and leadership practices was 
maintained in my revised framework. Figure 6 includes two additional components:  
School System and Student Achievement that were discussed in the preceding sections. 
The significance of my revised framework (Figure 6) lies in its incorporation of 
my conceptualization of Superintendent Identity (Figure 1) grounded by identity theory.  
Additionally, my revised framework validates the External Influences and Leadership 
Practices elements of Musella and Leithwood (1990) as well as Leithwood’s (1995) 
frameworks based on Canadian CEOs with public school district superintendents in the 
United States.  My revised framework components were validated through my 
dissertation research of external influences, including politics as well as education 
reform. Moreover, through my dissertation study I tested my assumptions.  Further, 
through my research I identified emergent external influences on superintendent identity 
perceived by a sample of district chief executives, including prior experiences, as well as 
state, district, and local community contexts.  In addition, my revised framework (Figure 
6) includes dual reciprocity between (a) the components of external influences and 
superintendent leadership practices, and (b) between the components of superintendent 
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identity and superintendent leadership practices.  The revised framework I presented in 
Figure 6 also includes an exchange between the components of superintendent leadership 
practices and student achievement; as well as superintendent leadership practices and the 
school system.  Finally, the importance of my revised framework (Figure 6) is that it 
presents a means of understanding these superintendents in order to advance realistic 
conceptions of the district chief executives in education leadership literature and foster 
more complex theories of transformation (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995). 
 
Limitations of the Study 
 
 There are several limitations to my dissertation study.  Next, I will outline five 
limitations evidenced within my study.  First, my study was not designed to test causality, 
specifically between the superintendent identity and leadership practices. However, 
additional studies may confirm the influences highlighted by my study participants.  
Second, given the time constraints on my dissertation, I was unable to recruit 
additional superintendents.  Since all of my study participants were white and only one 
was female, additional studies are needed to determine if the findings of this study hold 
true given a more diverse population.  However, as I addressed in the Methods chapter, 
while the issues of transferability and generalizability may be seen as limitations of this 
study, they are not concerns associated with phenomenological research (Polkinghorne, 
1989). The addition of more superintendents may have made for a more robust study; 
nevertheless, the number of participants was sufficient for phenomenological research 
(Polkinghorne, 1989).   
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Third, this study was limited to the Boston-Metro area and may not be generalized 
to other localities.  Also, given the demographics of Massachusetts superintendents the 
White predominantly male participants of my study do not reflect all superintendents.  
However, the objective of this research study, informed by phenomenology, was not to 
generalize its findings or determine the transferability of an individual superintendent’s 
experiences, but to produce a description of superintendent identity or the shared 
meaning of the superintendency from this sample of district chief executives.  A fourth 
limitation that also relates to my study sample revolves around selection:  Since 
participants of my study were not randomly selected and all of the superintendents were 
recommended by the same person this may constitute a limitation of this dissertation 
study.  Future studies with randomized samples could address this limitation.   
The fifth limitation, I also addressed in the Methods chapter, relates to the “triple 
crisis of representation, legitimation, and praxis” highlighted by Denzin and Lincoln 
(2007, p. 28). Due to the nature of qualitative research and my role as both researcher and 
research tool, there are inherent biases within my study.  Moreover, while I assume my 
study participants provided honest perspectives, some of what they said may have been 
out of compulsion given their presumptions of what is publicly expected of a 
superintendent.  Despite my study’s limitations, it offers implications for research, policy, 
and practice that I will explore in a later section. 
 
Contributions of the Study 
 
Based on the findings and emerging themes I have presented within this 
dissertation, the three major contributions to research from my investigation results are: 
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1) developing an understanding of superintendent identity; 2) adding to the discourse in 
the literature regarding the superintendent’s leadership practices; and 3) identifying what 
superintendents perceive as external influences, including education reform as well as 
associated conceptualizations of this component from district chief executives’ 
perspectives.  Next, I will discuss each of these contributions. 
 
Understanding Superintendent Identity 
Given findings from prior studies centered on identity in an educational context 
(Fecho & Clifton, 2017; Horsford, 2012; Horsford & Tillman, 2012), one might question 
the value of another study focused specifically on superintendent identity.  Although 
research exists on the identities of specific populations including students and teachers 
(Fecho & Clifton, 2017), as well as Black women educational leaders (Horsford, 2012; 
Horsford & Tillman, 2012), my dissertation study investigates how a sample of 
superintendents perceives themselves as well as their role expectations as district chief 
executives.  While Horsford and Tillman (2012) consider the potential that challenges 
faced by individual principals and superintendents was “due to their Blackness, 
womanhood, neither, or both (p.2),” my dissertation study did not contemplate such 
complexities.  Rather, my research focused on the identities of a homogenous population 
of superintendents centered on their shared self-perceptions and role expectations as 
district chief executives.  In so doing, I extended the work of Johnson (1996) toward 
understanding a sample of superintendents’ role expectations or how they perceive the 
work of the district chief executive.  Moreover, Johnson (1996) highlights the potential 
for research fostering an understanding of the superintendent to inform practice.  Further 
my research responds to calls within education leadership literature for studies 
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specifically focused on the lived experiences of superintendents (Glass, 1993) and on 
district personnel in the context of district effectiveness (Bowers, 2015). Later I will 
discuss how future research might consider additional internal influences on the 
development of superintendent identity, if any, in a more diverse study population. 
Developing an understanding of superintendent identity is a major contribution of 
this dissertation research.  In a study that considers the district’s role in education reform, 
Hannaway and Kimball (2001) assert “school districts may be particularly well 
positioned to advance state reforms and to facilitate school level implementation” (p. 2).  
Given the historical, exclusion of school districts in the literature (Golden, 1999; 
Spillane, 1996; Trujillo, 2013) and the monolithic portrayal of the district rather than 
individual superintendents in the limited research available (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 
2008; Spillane, 1998), this study adds to what is known about an individual actor: the 
district chief executive (Bowers, 2008; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Honig, 
2003, 2006, 2008; Johnson, 1996; O’Day & Quick, 2009; Spillane, 1998). 
This dissertation research represents a line of inquiry towards understanding the 
men and women within the superintendency.  Johnson (1996) makes a major contribution 
to the education leadership literature by not only examining how superintendents 
envisioned their leadership, but also considering the community context.  She states:  
We return, therefore, to the potential for the individual to achieve 
constructive change in an organization.  For finally it is individuals leading in 
context whose work we must understand if research is to constructively inform 
practice. (Johnson, 1996, p. 19) 
 
Furthermore, this study seeks to address the paucity of research regarding public school 
superintendents’ as well as to respond to calls from researchers (Glass, 1993) for 
additional studies of these district leaders. Meanwhile within the conceptual research 
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reviewed for this study, the superintendent is defined as director, guide, as well as chief 
teacher of administrators within the school district; and education leadership related to 
the district chief executive is described as system management, budgeting, school board 
relations, public relations as well as directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; 
Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003). 
As I outlined within my review of literature, overall investigations of effective 
schools have largely ignored the role of the superintendent and district.  Also, earlier I 
highlighted how studies focused on the role of the principal as the effective schools 
discourse began to center on effective leadership.  In his book based on a 1973 
ethnography, Wolcott (2003) describes, analyzes and typifies a suburban elementary 
school principal’s role, activities as well as relationships by providing a principal’s self-
perceptions in addition to the perceptions of others.  This ethnography was ground 
breaking insomuch as it conceptualized a principal’s role as “mediator” and presented 
“the principal as a person.”  Additionally, Wolcott (2003) contends that his study fits 
within an education administration research agenda.  On the other hand, the premise of 
my dissertation study is that the superintendent must also be included within an 
educational administration research agenda.  The paucity of studies centering on the 
superintendent offer limited insight into superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations.  Surprisingly few studies have directly asked questions of these district 
administrators regarding their role, perceptions, relationship or considered their 
influences. 
Given that there were no available research publications regarding superintendent 
identity and the growing importance of school districts (Hannaway & Kimball, 2001) and 
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their chief executives (Kowalski & Björk, 2005), this dissertation study addresses a gap 
in the literature. By providing portraits of school district superintendents as well as 
depicting self-perceptions and role-expectations of these school district administrators, I 
aim to develop an understanding of these men and women. As I argued earlier, this is 
important as the superintendent is charged with managing educational practices as well 
overseeing policies impacting millions of students within school districts.   
Furthermore, my dissertation study is valuable to education leadership literature 
in identifying similarities in factors this sample of superintendents perceived as 
influential in the development of their identities as district chief executives.  Despite the 
localized context and perspectives of a predominantly white male sample, it is important 
to note my dissertation study highlighted factors influential to the development of these 
participants’ self-perceptions and role expectations as superintendents not individuals. 
Whereas prior studies on identity have focused on superintendents’ self-conceptions, or 
identities as individuals (Horsford, 2012), my research is significant as it focuses on 
superintendent identity or superintendents’ self-perceptions and role expectations as 
district chief executives.  While, the experiences of individual superintendents in my 
study varied, the value of my dissertation study lies in the shared self-perceptions and 
role expectations that emerged from the research participants.  Research indicates there 
are more similarities in work-related values among those of a given occupation than 
between individuals of different genders or cultures (Kirkman, Taras, & Steel, 2016).  
This would seem to support the relevance of my research despite the predominantly 
white, male participants.  Later I will address how future studies might expand on my 
research, given the literature regarding intersectional identities of Black women 
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educational leaders and critiques of the limited research on their lived experiences 
(Horsford, 2012).  
Additionally, this dissertation adds to the literature by providing a framework 
utilizing an identity lens to conceptualize superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations integrated with Posner and Kouzes’ (1988) construct of leadership practices 
towards understanding superintendents. Further, the framework for understanding 
superintendents emerging from my dissertation study not only provides a means of 
understanding the superintendent, but also it may help explain these chief executives’ 
practice in terms of their identities. Both Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood 
(1995) highlight to the importance of Internal Processes, or what I consider 
superintendent identity. Earlier I pointed to Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) explanation 
of why Internal Processes or superintendent identity should not be ignored by those 
seeking to understand the superintendent: “knowledge about such processes provides 
explanations for why CEOs act as they do” (p. 23).  Also, these authors argue that an 
appreciation of the internal processes of school district leaders, or superintendent identity, 
may improve administrators’ contributions to school systems.  Moreover, Leithwood 
(1995) included the Internal Processes component within his Framework for 
understanding school district leadership and encouraged additional study of school 
district leaders while admitting the variables within his framework were open to dispute.  
As I discussed earlier, unlike Leithwood’s (1995) Framework for understanding school 
district leadership, my emergent framework for understanding superintendents (Figure 6) 
includes the element of reciprocity between superintendent identity and behavior or 
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leadership practices consistent with identity theory research.  Next, I will discuss how my 
study contributes to research regarding the leadership practices of superintendents.  
 
Connection to Superintendent Leadership Practices Literature 
 This study adds to the discourse in education leadership literature regarding 
superintendents’ leadership practices. While Karbula’s (2009) dissertation study 
highlighted a connection between the superintendent’s core beliefs and behavior, the 
reciprocity between superintendent identity and behaviors or leadership practices has 
largely been ignored in the education leadership literature.  Through my dissertation 
study and the framework that emerged, I presented leadership practices as manifestations 
of superintendent identity.  Meanwhile I argued that understanding the reciprocity 
between superintendent identity and leadership practices provides a more nuanced picture 
of the superintendency. Moreover, recognition of this reciprocity could facilitate a more 
complex understanding of superintendent leadership. 
In my review of literature, I presented three studies of superintendents’ leadership 
practices that utilized James Kouzes and Barry Posner’s Leadership Practices Inventory 
(Clisbee, 2004; Golden, 1999; Redish, 2010). The focus of these studies was on the 
effectiveness of superintendents’ leadership practices. Unlike these studies, my 
dissertation research investigated superintendent identity and how its influence is 
manifested in the five leadership practices identified by Kouzes and Posner (2000, 2007): 
Challenging the Process, Inspiring a Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling 
the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  Furthermore, this dissertation study builds on prior 
studies that utilized the LPI instrument to analyze superintendents (Clisbee, 2004; 
Golden, 1999; Redish, 2010). Meanwhile, my research does not rely on the use of a 
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quantitative rating instrument.  Rather, my study used qualitative interviews in order to 
add possible explanations of participants’ leadership practices.  Specifically, my 
dissertation study participants provide insight into how they as superintendents 
demonstrate leadership behaviors or practices.  In other words, what this study adds to the 
quantitative findings of prior research related to superintendents’ leadership practices is 
qualitative explanations or how my participants perceived their identities motivating their 
behaviors; thus my dissertation study contributes towards developing an understanding of 
the district chief executive that goes beyond their self-reported ratings.   
Another major contribution of this dissertation study pertains to the bounding of 
my research outside that of existing effective district leadership studies that have sought 
to determine leadership effectiveness. For example, researchers heralded Anthony 
Alvarado’s leadership as superintendent of New York City’s District #2 and Chancellor 
of Instruction for San Diego City Schools (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; O’Day 
& Quick, 2009) and demonstrated how his leadership or beliefs as expressed through his 
statements and observed strategies led to improved student outcomes.  In contrast to these 
studies, my dissertation research does not focus on the effectiveness of superintendents’ 
leadership practices, rather, it centers on superintendent identity as well as the reciprocity 
between the district chief executive’s identity and behavior.  Within my dissertation study 
I also considered superintendents’ perceptions of influences on superintendent identity, 
including external influences. Now, I will discuss how my study contributes to what is 
known about external influences on superintendent identity, specifically the contextual 




Identifying External Influences on Superintendents 
The next contribution I will address centers on what my study offers to the 
general body of education leadership literature, specifically to the research focused on 
education reform. In the Literature Review chapter, I presented prior research 
demonstrating the impact of external influences or environmental factors on the 
superintendency and how the nature of school district administrators’ work has changed 
due to education reform (Cuban, 1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & 
Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Glass, 1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Moreover, 
Hannaway and Kimball (2001) in their investigation of the school district highlight the 
importance of these institutions in standards-based reform and point to factors associated 
with education reform, including the political environment. Further, within the literature 
researchers highlight the political context of the superintendency (Daly et al., 2014; Sharp 
& Walter, 2004).  Additionally, Musella and Leithwood (1990) present a framework for 
understanding school system administration that depicts superintendents as being 
influenced externally by environmental factors.  Also, Leithwood (1995) posits that 
superintendents’ internal processes help explain these leaders’ practices and points to the 
importance of external influences in understanding superintendents. This dissertation 
corroborates the External Culture and Content aspect of Musella and Leithwood’s (1990) 
framework as well as Leithwood’s (1995) External Influences element. At the same time, 
I extend their frameworks through an exchange between the external influences and 
superintendent identity components within my framework (Figure 6). While I 
acknowledged that some of my study findings are what one might expect, the value of my 
dissertation research lies in challenging and confirming others’ perceptions or 
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assumptions regarding the superintendency as well as providing an analysis of 
superintendent identity within the context of environmental influences. Specifically, my 
dissertation study offers superintendents’ conceptualizations of education reform as well 
as their perceptions of the political aspect of the superintendency. Within my review of 
literature, I concluded that the existing research base was insufficient to develop an 
adequate understanding of the men and women charged with overseeing education 
reform policies and practices at the school district level.  Further, through my research 
analysis I provided additional insights into the leadership of public school districts to 
produce an understanding chief executives as individual actors within districts who 
reflect their identities as they implement policies and manage educational practice in the 
context of education reform.  
Earlier I established the importance of identifying the variables influencing 
superintendent identity in order to understand these school district administrators and 
potentially explain their practices.  Through my dissertation research I investigated 
whether school district superintendents perceive personal attributes, education reform, 
professional training, or other factors such as geography or prior experiences as 
influencing their self-perceptions and role expectations as district chief executives.  
Additionally, through my interview protocol, I asked the following questions: a) How do 
you see your role in education reform (if any)? b) How do you describe your role in 
standards-based reform or other change initiatives? and c) How would you describe the 
alignment between who you are and requirements related to education reform placed on 
you as a district superintendent? The responses of my study participants not only spoke to 
the political context and consequences of reform from these district administrators’ 
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perspectives, but also these superintendents offered conceptualizations of their role 
related to education reform as that of  “filter” (Superintendent Carter), “regulator,” and 
“buffer” (Superintendent Brennan).  Moreover, what emerged from my dissertation 
research was a portrait of the superintendent identity within the context of education 
reform in relationship to the multiple constituents within a school district, primarily 
students and staff.  In several instances my study participant responses seemed to indicate 
that aspects of superintendent identity hinged on the influence of education reform.  In 
other words, I perceived some of my study participants as having a reform-oriented 
superintendent identity.  Consistent with my conceptualization of superintendent identity, 
these district administrators’ notions of education reform shaped their role expectations 
as well as self-perceptions related to the superintendency and seemed to influence their 
leadership practices.  While additional research is needed regarding the superintendent 
identity, through my dissertation study I identified education reform as a significant 
external influence on the self-perceptions and role expectations of district chief 
executives.  In the next section I will further discuss the implications for future research 
focused on the superintendent identity, specifically considering the reform-oriented 
superintendent. 
In the introduction I explained understanding the superintendent is important 
given these individual district actors implement policies and manage educational practice 
in the context of education reform.  What is more, my dissertation research adds to the 
research base that has begun to highlight the school district’s role in the systematic 
implementation of education reform initiatives (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & 
Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Fullan 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower et al., 
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2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; O’Day & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
Nelson, 2003).  As I argued earlier, the fundamental value of this study lies in its focus on 
an individual actor, the district chief executive officer rather than a nebulous district 
entity. 
In Figure 6, I presented an emerging framework from my dissertation study that 
includes external influences as acting upon both the superintendent identity and 
superintendent leadership practices.  Johnson (1996) provides an analysis of leadership 
and highlights the context of district leadership.  Moreover, Johnson (1996) considers 
how personal characteristics fostered superintendents’ leadership.  She concludes: “These 
superintendents’ approaches to leadership were shaped not only by the contexts in which 
they worked but also by their personal styles and predilections” (Johnson, 1996, p.240).  
This suggests leadership behaviors are influenced by both superintendent identity and 
external influences, consistent with my framework for understanding superintendents.   
Earlier, I outlined the process whereby superintendent identity influences 
behavior or practice; at the same time, there is an exchange between external influences 
and superintendent leadership practices. In discussing the external influence of others, 
specifically a prior experience involving a former district staff member, Superintendent 
Carter explains: “I try not to let idiosyncratic events impact how I make decisions, but I 
try to learn and put into my memory bank to be aware of possibilities of the human 
condition.”  While this represents one superintendent’s approach to mediating the 
external influence of others on their leadership practices, it is unclear from my study how 
district leaders reconcile their role expectations and self-perceptions with those of others 
or additional external influences.  
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 While the purpose of my dissertation study was not to outline the political 
undercurrents of education reform, superintendents acknowledged there are political 
aspects of the superintendency.  Marsh (2016) underscores the external influence of the 
political environment surrounding education reform.  In her article, she draws attention to 
the political forces at work in a local school district context that affected a reform.  She 
identifies the key actors engaged in decision-making regarding a Los Angeles Unified 
School District initiative, including the superintendent.  Moreover, Marsh (2016) 
highlights the complexity of the superintendent’s role including the education reform 
environment: 
School districts face colossal pressure to improve student performance, 
particularly in their lowest performing schools, Federal accountability policies 
and incentives, including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
waiver policy, Race to the Top, and School Improvement Grant programs, raise 
the stakes for “turning around” schools and districts characterized by chronically 
low test results and unfavorable student outcomes (p. 1). 
 
Further, she points to district improvement or education reform strategies superintendents 
have employed while seeking to explain them through a political lens:  
Districts in particular are commonly recognized as important arenas of 
political activity, whose reforms are best understood within this political context 
(Shipps, Kahne, & Smylie, 1999; Wirt & Kirst, 2005). (p. 2) 
 
The participants within my dissertation study corroborate Marsh’s (2016) statement 
regarding the complexity surrounding education reform and her conclusion that 
individual actors are involved in numerous reform initiatives.  As I highlighted earlier, 
superintendents in my dissertation study described being pulled between implementing 
legislation and shielding their staff from what they perceived as unreasonable policies. In 




In summary, contextual factors or external influences are important considerations 
because they contribute to the development of superintendent identity. Admittedly this 
study confirmed only some external influences on superintendent identity for these 
district chief executives’, including education reform as well as politics.  Additionally, 
my study participants described contextual factors of state, district, and community.  
While I have begun to interpret the influences of contextual factors on these district 
administrators superintendent identities, further research is warranted. For example, the 
school district appeared to be an important contextual factor as study participants 
provided different descriptions of superintendent identity during the beginning of the 
school year versus my later interviews that occurred in the midst of district budget 
discussions.  However, in the process of seeking alternate explanations for this finding, I 
spoke to one of my study participants who suggested that a superintendent’s 
preoccupation with the budget does not fundamentally change their self-perceptions and 
role expectations related to the superintendency.  Subsequently, this exchange with my 
study participant caused me to reexamine my interpretation of the influence of the school 
district context on the superintendent’s self-perceptions and role expectations as district 
chief executive. Instead I considered the viability of combining superintendents’ 
responses during the two timeframes to produce a more complete portrait of 
superintendent identity. In the next section I will suggest further research related to 
external influences.  Now I will identify notable implications of my study findings related 






The findings of my study have implications for practice, policy, and research. 
First, I will outline the implications of my findings for research. 
 
Implications for Research 
Given the historical exclusion of the school district in education literature 
(Golden, 1999; Spillane, 1996; Trujillo, 2013) and the limited number of studies related 
to the superintendent outside of effective district leadership studies (Bowers, 2008; 
Elmore, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Fullan, 2005; Hightower et al., 2002; 
Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; O’Day & Quick, 2009; 
Stein & Nelson, 2003), I concur with several authors’ calls for more research.  
Specifically, researchers have called for studies explicitly focused on the role of the 
school district superintendent (Glass, 1993).  Additionally, Bowers calls for research to 
provide “lived experiences of district personnel” in order to ground district effectiveness 
theories (2015, p. 2-3).  
Leithwood (1995) puts forth a possible framework for school district 
administrators and recommends additional study centered on effective district leadership.  
Earlier, Musella and Leithwood (1990) called for investigation of variations connected to 
internal processes or superintendent identity while contributing a framework to the 
effective district leadership literature.  Just as I tested elements of Leithwood’s (1995) 
framework, to confirm some and challenge other elements, the components of my 
framework should be further tested and refined.  For example, it was not clear from my 
interviews with study participants how they regulate feedback relative to the internal 
237 
 
influence on self-perceptions and role expectations as well as external influences on their 
leadership practices.  Further research could also shed light on superintendents’ external 
influences and the function of a feedback mechanism, if any, that informs the district 
chief executive’s leadership practices.  Specifically, additional studies could consider 
superintendents’ approaches to mediating the influence of others on superintendent 
identity, or how district chief executives reconcile their role expectations and self-
perceptions with those of external influences. Also, future studies are needed to refine my 
framework, including investigations of the dual reciprocity between superintendent 
identity and leadership practices, as well as the leadership practices and external 
influences of the district chief executive.  Additional studies are also needed to explicitly 
investigate and establish causality of aspects that were outside the scope of my study.  
For example, further studies could establish whether there is a link between 
superintendent identity and leadership practices.   
While my dissertation study did not consider variations in superintendents' 
identities separately or in relationship to variations in their leadership practices, further 
studies are needed to consider how variations in superintendents’ self-perceptions, role 
expectations or influences to their identities may contribute to different district outcomes.  
Additionally, future studies might consider how variance in superintendents’ influences 
contribute to variance in leadership practices.  In other words, from the foundation laid 
through my emerging framework for understanding the superintendent and 
conceptualization of superintendent identity, future research focused on superintendents’ 




In addition, given the demographics of my study sample, a valuable future study 
may investigate superintendent identity with respect to the other identities, specifically 
racial and gender identities, given the finding that study participants grappled with 
connecting their self-conceptions with superintendent identity.  Such a study would 
extend prior research focused on the intersection of race or gender and the 
superintendency (Clisbee, 2004; Horsford, 2010) to identify differences, if any, in what 
superintendents of other races or genders perceive as influential in the development of 
their identities as superintendents. Also, given the self-concepts of education leaders 
include “multiple constructions of identity” (Horsford, Grosland & Gunn, July, 2011, p. 
584), investigations of superintendent identity within the context of additional identity 
constructs is merited.  Moreover, researchers have focused on students’ and teachers’ 
sense-making given intersections between their identities within the context of multiple 
systems thereby making some identities more prominent than others at times (Fecho & 
Clifton, 2017).  Using critical race theory as an interpretive lens, Horsford (2010) 
highlighted the stories of black educational leaders.  While my research was focused on 
superintendent identity rather than racial identity, admittedly the White participants in my 
dissertation study had “privileges dominant members of society enjoy to decidedly not 
talk about race” (Rusch, & Horsford, 2009, p. 304). 
An emerging theme of my study was that these superintendents appeared to 
grapple with a tension stemming from connecting their self-concept and superintendent 
identity. Given prior research has focused on teachers and students, future studies may 
investigate the interplay between the multiple identities a superintendent possesses and 
the potential for their competition (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Furthermore, Fecho and 
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Clifton (2017) recognize the reciprocal influence between self and the world in studies of 
teachers and students centering on implications for pedagogy. In the same way, my 
dissertation study suggested a dual reciprocity between participants’ components of 
external influences and leadership practices, as well as between the components of 
superintendent identity and leadership practices. Future studies focused on this dual 
reciprocity between superintendent identity, external influences and leadership practices 
in a more diverse sample may identify additional implications for superintendent 
leadership.   
Finally, additional research is needed regarding the district chief executive in 
relationship to education reform. I concur with Marsh (2016) that there is value in 
“investigating variation within groups of actors and nuances within the “reform” 
agenda…” (p.19) and given the importance of the district chief executive, I propose 
future studies that examine the variance within the superintendency as my dissertation 
study seemed to validate education reform as a significant external influence on the 
superintendent identity.  Future studies could extend my investigation by identifying 
further role expectations and self-perceptions of district chief executives related to 
education reform.  Also, future studies could offer additional conceptualizations of 
education reform as well as related leadership practices from the superintendent’s 
perspective.  Given my dissertation study participants described superintendent identity 
with regard to education reform in relationship to multiple constituents, resulting theories 
should also consider the superintendent in relationship to others involved in the 
transformation process.  Furthermore, in light of Marsh’s (2016) article that calls 
attention to the political forces at work in the district environment surrounding education 
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reform, useful future research might focus on examining reform-oriented superintendents 
within this context.  This line of inquiry could produce a greater understanding of the 
district chief executive, especially considering the “bewilderment” Marsh (2016) points 
to in observers seeking to understand the Los Angeles Unified School District 
superintendent’s actions without considering the myriad reform issues and politics 
chronicled in her article.  For example, future research could consider leadership 
practices that reform-oriented superintendents employ.  Ten Bruggencate et al. (2012). 
highlight the need for “more complex casual models of leadership effects, using a more 
integral conceptual model” and state:  
Focusing on more generic functions of school leadership that might affect 
student and organizational outcomes is seen as promising to increase our 
understanding of the crucial role of school leadership for school effectiveness and 
school improvement. (p. 701). 
   
While the authors focused on school leadership, it also stands to reason that theories of 
effective district leadership must reflect the nuances of district leadership and 
superintendent identity.   
The overarching implication of this study for research is that quantitative results 
of leadership practice studies should be integrated with the findings of qualitative 
research regarding superintendents. As I stated earlier, inattention to superintendent 
identity has prevented a richer understanding of the superintendency and more nuanced 
explanations of these leaders’ practices. A greater understanding of superintendent 
leadership could facilitate the development of more complex theories as well as practice 
models for effective district leadership (Bowers, 2015; Scheerens, 2013).  However, 
effective district leadership will not result from simply holding up profiles of “effective” 
leaders, but rather, through understanding the superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
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expectations as well as influences on leadership practices.  Ultimately appreciating 
superintendent identity should lead to an improvement in the leadership development 
process and ultimately transforming student outcomes. The findings I presented in this 
dissertation provide an opportunity to bridge research and practice as I will now 
demonstrate by addressing practical implications of my study.   
 
Implications for Practice 
Arguably, superintendents can be a significant factor in educational systems 
transformation.  However, their participation in the educational reform process fraught 
with complexity.  As my dissertation study participants explained, the superintendent’s 
role is multifaceted, extending beyond implementing policies regarding the management 
of school district operations.  Furthermore, superintendents are not a homogenous entity 
at the helm of the school district.  Given my study findings, there are several implications 
for practice pertaining to school district superintendents and those who govern these 
district leaders (e.g. school boards and school committees).  First, I will address 
implications for superintendent preparation. 
Superintendent preparation.  In view of the study finding that my study 
participants perceived prior experiences as a significant influence on the development of 
their superintendent identity, there are implications for superintendent training or 
preparation. Within the literature review, I highlighted how the superintendency has 
evolved into a specialized managerial position with requisite certification and an 
established career pathway within school districts (Glass, 1993; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; 
Tyack & Hansot, 1980).  Davis and Bowers (2018) highlight the role of superintendent 
preparation programs, stating: “preparation programs and employing districts share 
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responsibility in the training of district chief executives” (p. 2).  Later I will address the 
role of district superintendent development. 
Earlier, I postulated that the external influence of training on superintendents’ role 
expectations and self-perceptions, or these district administrators’ identities, may have 
relevance to their behaviors or leadership practices.  From the literature (Stryker and 
Burke, 2000), earlier I reasoned that role expectations are important to understanding 
superintendents’ identities. Additionally, I highlighted the significance of role 
expectations in relationship to behavior or leadership practices. The participants in my 
study all had years of preparation for their school district superintendent roles. 
Additionally, all participants in my dissertation research had completed years of graduate 
school course work, practical experience as teachers, and most had been school 
principals.  In most cases, the superintendent had earned a doctorate in education. As part 
of my dissertation study I examined external influences on superintendent identity, 
including training.  Alternative pathways and training programs have emerged to prepare 
aspiring superintendents, including Columbia University Teachers College’s Urban 
Education Leaders Program, Harvard University’s Urban Superintendents Program, and 
philanthropist Eli Broad’s Superintendents Academy. While the effectiveness of these 
programs is outside of the scope of this dissertation, the differences in preparation given 
the varied approaches of these programs speaks to a potential for variations in program 
alumnus self-perceptions and role expectations as superintendents.   
From the literature and my dissertation research two practical implications for the 
training and preparation of superintendents emerged.  First, I concur with the calls of 
other researchers (Davis & Bowers, 2018) for preparation of aspiring district 
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administrators to begin with the establishment of peer or support networks commencing 
during principal preparation.  However, given my findings in the context of the literature, 
I propose going beyond the scope recommended by Davis and Bowers (2018) and others 
to extend these networks beyond the principalship.  This takes into consideration Davis 
and Bowers’ (2018) finding that most superintendents in their analysis assumed the 
district chief executive position within a year of obtaining their professional certification 
and at least 6 years elapsed on average between certification and assuming the 
principalship (Davis et al., 2017).  For example, preparation programs could allow 
aspiring superintendents to not only opt into a network of peers to support them through 
the six or more years into the principalship, but also maintain the network into the 
beginning years of the superintendency.  Consistent with identity theory literature I 
reviewed earlier, these networks would be key to participants’ identity formation as 
superintendents: as a behavioral guide (Cast, 2003), tied to role use or performance 
(Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker & Burke, 2000), and situated within a 
social context (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003). 
There is value in superintendent training, despite the calls for accountability of 
preparation programs (Davis, et al., 2017). Indeed, I concur with Davis and Bowers 
(2018) that superintendent preparation programs have an influential role as the conduit of 
district leadership preparation. The second related implication for training is that 
preparation programs could take an intentional role in shaping superintendent identity 
through the vehicle of mentoring.  Given the finding that my dissertation study 
participants perceived prior experiences as a significant influence on the development of 
superintendent identity, preparation programs may have some bearing on future 
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superintendents’ self-perceptions and role expectations as district chief executives 
through the establishment of mentorships.  Earlier I inferred from the literature (Collier, 
2001) that superintendent identity is formed, in part, by looking within his or her 
reference group for role models to measure up against.  Further, superintendents in my 
study discussed how mentors influenced their identities. Therefore, from my dissertation 
study findings, I have developed a working theory of practice related to superintendent 
preparation:  If superintendent preparation included ongoing mentorship by effective 
leaders through the critical juncture of identity formation, the initial two years (Cast, 
2003), as district chief executive, then training may impact the development of effective 
district leaders. Besides, preparation programs have ready access to the alumni that could 
serve as superintendent mentors and are uniquely positioned to document the 
effectiveness of such programs.  Furthermore, such mentorship programs and associated 
research could inform the larger conversation regarding superintendent preparation.  Now 
I will outline implications for practice related to school district governance. 
School governance.  Considering my study findings, there are several 
implications for practice pertaining to those who govern district superintendents (e.g. 
school boards and school committees).  While Davis and Bowers (2018) were primarily 
concerned with diversification of the pool of superintendent candidates, I concur with 
their appeal to school boards and search firms for “greater intentionality in shaping the 
composition of their applicant pool” (p. 33).  What follows are practical 
recommendations for school board and committee members. 
Although leadership and management are requisite functions of the 
superintendency, from my study I concluded that the paramount concern of a school 
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district chief executive is the education of children or student achievement.  Therefore, in 
hiring superintendents, those within the governance structures of districts must be 
concerned with potential candidates’ experiences that reflect an understanding of the 
school’s core mission: teaching and learning.  While I am not saying that only those with 
experiences as teachers or principals be hired as district chief executives, school boards 
or committees should consider potential superintendents’ self-perceptions and role 
expectations related to student achievement.  Additionally, school committees or boards 
should invest in chief district executives’ development in this area given the district’s role 
in training (Davis & Bowers, 2018).  For example, allow time away from the district for 
activities that will foster growth in a superintendent’s ability to facilitate student 
achievement.  Such opportunities might include time away for mentorship and visits to 
exemplary districts or conferences.  
Given the finding that superintendents connect their self-concept with self-
perceptions and role expectations related to the superintendency, selection by a 
governance body would seem to signal acceptance of the individual and his or conception 
of a district chief executive. Therefore, carefully structure the superintendent search to 
consider candidates’ perceptions and role expectations regarding the superintendency. 
Look for alignment between the values of your local community and those espoused by 
potential school district chief executives. From my study I concluded that often a 
participant’s vision embodied their self-perceptions as well as role expectations related to 
the superintendnency and served as a guide for their practice.  Also, through the 
recruitment process ensure a focus on the prior experiences of superintendent candidates, 
specifically the reference group (e.g. mentors) that contributed to the development of a 
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potential district chief executive.  For example, if you are looking to hire a superintendent 
who will advance a specific reform agenda, consider recruiting potential candidates 
whose perceptions or role expectations are aligned.  Additionally, a recruitment process 
structured to contemplate the prior experiences and mentors of potential candidates will 
likely result in a slate of candidates more apt to uphold the board or school committees’ 
aims. 
Beyond the initial recruitment, hiring, and transition services that are often 
outsourced along with executive coaching, in development of superintendent evaluation 
consider superintendent identity, or self-perceptions and role-expectations, in the context 
of superintendent effectiveness.  For example, provide the opportunity for self-reflection 
focused on self-perceptions and role expectations related to the superintendency.  Also, 
given superintendent identity is one of several identities of the district chief executive, 
acknowledge the interplay amongst the multiple identities a superintendent possesses and 
potential for competition (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Support the superintendent’s efforts to 
balance the expectations of their multiple identities (e.g. parent, spouse, human being). 
For example, contractually incentivize the superintendent to take sufficient time for self-
care as well as significant others or pastimes.  This will potentially reduce the likelihood 
of superintendent burnout or district chief executives having to prioritize superintendent 
identity to the detriment of their other identities. 
Superintendents.  Bearing in mind my dissertation study findings, I will now 
outline practical implications for superintendents to consider: Remember the 
requirements of your multi-faceted role as superintendent are too complex for a district 
chief executive to manage alone.  Foster leadership practices, especially that of Enabling 
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Others to Act.  Earlier I highlighted Superintendent Anderson discussing this leadership 
practice: “everybody goes right to the superintendent and I’m not sure I challenge that 
enough.”  Through Enabling Others to Act superintendents may address the struggle 
identified by Superintendent Dougherty of finding a balance between a consistent 
approach and providing autonomy to staff given the complexity of the superintendency.   
Make space for activities that foster student achievement.  This suggestion also 
aligns with the emerging theme within my dissertation: superintendents connected their 
notions of the superintendency, or superintendent identity, to promoting student 
achievement.  For example, Superintendent Fox spoke of the superintendent as the “chief 
learner” that enabled the organization to achieve student achievement outcomes. Other 
superintendents within my dissertation study described their leadership in relation to 
promoting student achievement as (a) facilitating the leadership of adult learning that 
promotes student achievement; (b) promoting goals for student achievement as well as 
reducing gaps in student achievement; (c) allocating resources, including human, fiscal, 
programmatic, and buildings.  Furthermore, research suggests there is a role for the 
district chief executive in relation to student achievement (Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 
2003).  Therefore, make time for activities that will foster growth in your ability to 
facilitate student achievement such as time away for mentorship and visits to exemplary 
districts or conferences. 
Recognize the need for balance between the superintendency and your other 
identities Spend time with significant others and doing things that attend to your other 
identities (e.g. exercise, hobbies, mentoring, serving on boards related to special causes).  
Superintendents within my dissertation study highlighted their struggle to strike a balance 
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between the district chief executive identity and others, such as parent or spouse, as the 
superintendency seemed to be all-consuming. For example, I began this dissertation with 
Superintendent Anderson’s statement: “This identity thing has become bigger the more 
experienced I get.  What is the part of me that is not a superintendent?”  While the 
antidote to this struggle seems clear, from the emerging theme of my dissertation study it 
does not appear easily attained. Therefore, district chief executives should take time for 
self-care that tends to their multiple identities beyond the superintendency. 
Understand that others may see you merely as a politician. Therefore, recognize 
your potential political influence and harness this power to advocate for student 
achievement. Superintendents in my dissertation study perceived themselves, consistent 
with the literature, as not only influencing the environment, but also their organizations 
as well as politics (Brunner et al., 2002; Daly et al., 2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & 
Björk, 2005; Sharp & Walter, 2004).  Recognize the peril of ignoring politics and the 
benefits of being politically astute, both for career longevity and improving student 
outcomes.  At the same time, find ways to foster an understanding of your self-
perceptions and role exportations as superintendent, beyond politics.  This dissertation 
only begins to scratch the surface of understanding superintendent identity as part of a 
broader discourse of district leadership.  While I have endeavored to highlight the 
superintendent voice through my research, the district chief executive is best suited to 
describe his or her self-perceptions.   
 
Implications for Policy 
Not only should the superintendent be incorporated into theories of school and 
district transformation, but also, these district administrators’ input should be considered 
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in policy development at the state and local level as a means of improving their 
contribution to the school systems they serve (Musella & Leithwood, 1990).  Earlier I 
highlighted how superintendents oversee the implementation of policy at the district level 
and the conceptualizations district chief executives offered regarding their role, including 
“filter”  (Superintendent Carter) “regulator,” or “buffer”  (Superintendent Brennan). 
Recognizing the dynamic among policymakers at the state, and local level (Marsh, 2016) 
and my study finding regarding the superintendent’s role in sense-making, as well as 
prioritizing and allocating funds for the implementation of policies.  Next, I will outline 
several implications for policy.   
State and local policymakers.  Presently, I will outline implications for state and 
local policymakers given my dissertation study findings: Fully consider the implications 
of policy at the district and school level.  Include superintendents’ input in the 
development of policies given the notion of these district administrators mitigating the 
risk of unintended consequences, that emerged through my research interviews.  Also, 
develop feedback loops for open and honest communication regarding implementation 
challenges. Since my study findings highlighted that superintendents described and 
perceived themselves as filters or buffers, this feedback could be critical to the 
advancement of education reforms. 
Given the magnitude of initiatives facing school districts, recognize the 
superintendent’s role in prioritization, sense-making and filtering for the school district 
administrators and teachers; involve them in the implementation process.  For example, 
assist superintendents with clear purpose and messaging for initiatives to facilitate 
systems coherence.  Also, be sensitive to the number of initiatives that are implemented 
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 Within this chapter I presented and discussed the key learnings from my study 
participant interviews. Also, I demonstrated how my preliminary Framework for 
Understanding Superintendents (Figure 4) introduced in Chapter II was useful in guiding 
my analysis of research investigation results. Additionally, through this chapter I 
connected my findings to my revised framework for understanding school district 
superintendents and the key research questions that informed my investigation.  Finally, 




The purpose of this dissertation is to develop an understanding of the lived 
experience of superintendents, transcending that of an individual superintendent’s 
description in order to produce a description that contributes to research, policy and 
practice. To date effective district leadership discourse has centered on the personalities 
or practices of school district superintendents.  Rather than focus on what superintendents 
do, my research investigated the ‘why’ and ‘how’ beneath a sample of district chief 
executives’ leadership practices. This study uniquely contributes to effective district 
leadership discourse through its focus on superintendent identity, as my research 
confirmed leadership practices or behavior are influenced by superintendents’ self-
perceptions and role expectations. Further, as I recommended earlier, superintendent 
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preparation programs can facilitate the development of district leaders’ formation of 
superintendent identity through mentorship.  As I have articulated, the aim of this study 
was to lay the foundation of understanding superintendent identity without becoming 
mired in debate over the effectiveness of individual district chief executives. Given the 
inherent challenge in identifying district leaders who are universally deemed effective, 
future studies may extend my research by investigating correlations between leadership 
practices as well as superintendent identity, or self-perceptions and role expectations, in 
the development of effective district leadership equations.  Specifically, subsequent 
studies may consider whether certain leadership practices are correlated with district 
chief executives who possess a self-perceived reform-minded superintendent identity.  
Likewise, future research could investigate how superintendents leadership practices 
correlate with successful district transformation associated with improved student 
outcomes. 
Within this dissertation I have argued the importance of understanding the 
superintendent.  While schools represent a significant focus of education reform, they 
exist within an interconnected district system.  Therefore, understanding the district chief 
executive is important to education leadership literature and theories of systems change, 
specifically effective district leader discourse as superintendents have effects, albeit 
indirectly (Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003), at the proximal focus of reform: the 
school level. Ultimately, the superintendent directs the affairs of the public school 
district.  Therefore, the success of the district arguably depends on his or her leadership.  
Given the role of the superintendent in building the capacity of staff and culture for 
learning within a district these individuals cannot be overlooked.   
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This dissertation study extends the broader discussion of education leadership by 
using study participants’ stories and descriptions of the superintendency in order to 
understand the superintendent.  Additionally, the focus of this study, superintendent 
identity, is important as Johnson concludes:  
Leadership is often invoked as the solution to any and all problems.  
However, those who do so seldom define what leadership is, and superintendents 
who aspire to lead rarely find clear explanations of what they can expect from 
constituents or what they should do. (1996, p.xi)   
 
Within this study I offer superintendents’ perspective regarding what district chief 
executives should do, or their role expectations as school district administrators. 
Moreover, this study demonstrates the usefulness of my research participant stories for 
understanding the essence of the superintendent identity.  As I argued earlier, the shared 
meaning district leaders ascribe to the superintendency must be accepted rather than the 
perspective of others, given “identities are reflexively applied cognitions in the form of 
answers to the question ‘Whom [sic] am I?’” (Collier, 2001, p. 217). Afterall, Columbus 
and his colleagues thought the world was flat until they investigated.  Further, this study 
suggests identity theory is a useful lens for considering superintendent leadership.  
In conclusion, this dissertation provides a missing piece of the puzzle towards 
understanding the district chief executive: superintendent identity.  As I highlighted 
throughout this study, prior studies have filled in the corners and border of the puzzle 
with research regarding education leadership as well as the context surrounding the 
superintendent, including education reform and politics.  However, given the findings of 
my dissertation study, more pieces can be connected within the center.  Specifically, my 
dissertation research demystifies the superintendency by providing my study participants’ 
perceptions and descriptions of their leadership in relationship to students and staff 
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primarily focused on advancing student achievement. In the end, my research findings 
confirmed the applicability of my Revised Framework for Understanding 
Superintendents (Figure 6). 
While I uncovered several fascinating themes, the findings of this dissertation 
study do not suggest concrete, measurable answers to what makes a superintendent 
effective. However, it is conceivable that understanding the superintendent may foster 
more stable leadership through an alignment of superintendent identity and district 
values. Perhaps an understanding of the superintendent as well as how they conceive their 
roles and influences may inform the perspectives of those considering their leadership 
practices as well as where they fit into equations of education reform or other community 
solutions.   
I am hopeful that this dissertation study will be a positive contribution to the 
discourse regarding school district leadership given the important role of superintendents, 
especially in an era with multiple policy initiatives and challenges (Marsh, 2016).  Also, 
my desire is that this work will afford greater appreciation of the multi-faceted, complex 
role of school district superintendent.  Not only are superintendents significant to 
addressing problems facing schools and districts, but also, these chief executives are on 
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Sample Letter for Prospective Participants 
Joyce Highhouse 
12 Brookledge Street 




Dear Prospective Research Participant: 
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Urban Education Leaders Program at Columbia 
University, Teachers College. Currently I am recruiting superintendents for research to 
identify, describe and analyze the differences as well as similarities between the self-
perceptions of urban and suburban superintendents. The purpose of this case study is to 
discover how school district superintendents develop their role identities. Ultimately, this 
study will seek to identify leadership influences and describe the role identities of 
superintendents so that this documented knowledge may be shared with others.  
 
Please know that I am aware of the demands of the superintendency. As such, I would be 
deeply appreciative of your participation in this research study. I believe my research will 




If you agree to participate in this research, you will be asked to participate in an audio 
taped interview of approximately 1 hour.  Any information collected will be held in the 
strictest confidence and individual responses will not be disclosed in the resulting 
dissertation and reports.   
 
I will contact you by email or telephone in one (1) week to see if you agree to participate 
in the study and to answer any questions you may have. 
 












Preliminary Pre-interview Data Inventory  
 
Joyce Highhouse 
12 Brookledge St 




Dear Research Participant: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this important research to identify, describe and 
analyze the differences as well as similarities between the self-perceptions of urban and 
suburban superintendents. The purpose of this case study is to discover how school 
district superintendents develop their role identities. Ultimately, this study will seek to 
identify leadership influences and describe the role identities of superintendents so that 
this documented knowledge may be shared with others. I believe my research will 
contribute to a greater understanding of the superintendency. 
 
You have agreed to participate in this research, with the primary data collection method 
being in-depth interviews with superintendents.  To assist in the analysis phase of this 
research and make productive use of our time together, please complete the enclosed data 
inventory.  The inventory should take less than 30 minutes to complete. 
 
Also, enclosed you will find two combined forms.  One is a Subject Consent Form and 
Confidentiality Agreement and the other is a Participant’s Rights Form. Please sign the 
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form and return it to me, along with the data inventory, by mail, email, or personally 
during our interview.   
 
All information collected will be held in the strictest confidence and individual responses 
will not be disclosed in the resulting dissertation and reports.  If you have questions about 






















What is your race (write your answer below)? 
 
EDUCATION/PROFESSIONAL PREPARATION 











*What was (were) your thesis and/or dissertation topics (write your answer below)? 
 
Did you participate in any specialized training or preparation [e.g. Urban Education 
Leaders Program, Urban Superintendents Program, Broad Superintendents Academy, 




Please list previous jobs you have held and the organizations you held them in [example: 
public school district Teacher, private school principal, corporate HR manager] (please 
list all key organizations and titles below): 
 
DISCRIPTION OF DISTRICT 
What type of governance structure does your district have (circle one that applies)? 
Mayoral Control 
Elected School Board 
Appointed School Board 
Other (please describe) ___________________________________________ 
 
Approximately what percentage of your district’s student population is eligible for Free 




Does your district include schools identified on the Level 4 Schools list by the 














Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview.  I am conducting this study as part 
of my doctoral dissertation as a Columbia University Teachers College Ed.D. Candidate. 
The purpose of this study is to discover how the role identities of school district 
superintendents are shaped.  More specifically, this research will investigate how urban 
and suburban school district superintendents perceive themselves and what factors they 
identify as leadership influences.  Also, I am interested to learn how perceptions differ (if 
at all) between urban and suburban school district superintendents. 
This interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes and involves three (3) key areas: 
(1) contextual factors, (2) leadership influences, and (3) superintendent role identity. 
Although your responses will be used in research about school district superintendents, 
the confidentiality of your individual responses will be maintained.  Please feel free to 
contact me should you have any questions regarding this research or your participation in 
it following this interview. 
Thank you in advance for your candid responses in this interview.  At the end of the 
interview I will provide an opportunity for you to answer any questions that you wish I 




INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
 
Contextual Factors:  
1.How do you describe your position in respect to student achievement within your 
district?  
 
2.What is your definition of education reform? 
 
3.How do you see your role in education reform (if any)? 
 
4.How do you describe your role in standards-based reform or other change 
initiatives? 
 
Leadership Influences:  
 
1.What drew you to school district leadership?  
[Personal Values, Needs, Interests] 
2.What would you describe as your major role(s) as a school district superintendent?  
Why?  
[Organizational Position & Expectations] 
3.What experiences have shaped who you are as a school district superintendent?  
[Prior Experiences & Thinking] 
 
Superintendent’s Identity:  
 




2.How would you answer the question ‘who am I?’ in the context of your position as 
school district superintendent? 
 
3.If you were to give yourself a label or title, as a superintendent, what would it be?  
 
4.What do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a superintendent? 
 
5.On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being low, 5 being high, and 3 being neutral, how would 
you rate the influence of your identity as a superintendent on the following 
Leadership Practices as defined by Kouzes, J., & Posner, B. (2007) (please explain 
your ratings): 
 
a.Challenging the Process? 
b. Inspiring a Shared Vision? 
c. Enabling Others to Act? 
d. Modeling the Way? 
e. Encouraging the Heart?  
 
6.Does your identity as a superintendent influence other leadership behaviors or practices 




7.How would you describe the alignment between who you are and requirements related 
to education reform placed on you as a district superintendent?  
 









Informed Consent Form 
 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212 678 3000 
www.tc.edu  
INFORMED CONSENT  
DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in a research study 
on urban and suburban public school district superintendents in order to discover how 
these school district leaders perceive themselves.  The purpose of this study is to 
understand how environment and leadership influences might shape school district 
leaders’ role identities. You are asked to be part of a dissertation to be submitted by Joyce 
Highhouse in partial fulfillment of requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education at 
Teachers College, Columbia University.  If you agree to contribute to this research, you 
will be asked to participate in a sixty-minute audio taped interview and complete a Pre-
Interview Inventory form.  The data provided by you will be used solely for purposes 
related to this research and audiotapes will be destroyed at the completion of the study. 
All research interviews will be conducted solely by Joyce Highhouse at a mutually 
agreed location(s) or via telephone.   
RISKS AND BENEFITS: The risks and possible benefits associated with this study are 
minimal. However, there may be some discomfort for individuals in exploring interview 
questions related to personal and/ or professional experiences.  Participants may benefit 
from reflecting on their experiences or the opportunity to contribute to research.   
Participation in this research is strictly voluntary and you may decide to withdraw from 
the study or choose to not answer particular questions at any time.  You will receive 
feedback about this study and have the opportunity to review conclusions drawn from 
participant interviews as a means of ensuring the accuracy of this research.  Also, a 
summary of this research will be made available to you upon completion of the 
dissertation. 
PAYMENTS: You will not receive payment for your participation in this study. 
DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: The investigator will preserve 
subject confidentiality.  Data will be kept confidential and used for professional purposes.  
Study data related to individual identities will be coded and kept in locked files.  
Individual identities will not be used in any reports, publications or educational purposes 
resulting from this study. 
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TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately 90 minutes in total: 
60 minutes for the interview and 30 minutes for the Pre-Interview Inventory.  The Pre-
Interview Inventory may be completed in writing, over the phone, or in-person. 
HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be used for Joyce 
Highhouse’s dissertation.  Also, the results may be utilized at conferences or presented at 





Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 





PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS  
 
Principal Investigator: Joyce Highhouse 
Research Title: AN ANALYSIS OF URBAN AND SUBURBAN PUBLIC SCHOOL 
DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENTS 
· 
·I have read and discussed the Research Description with the researcher. I have had 
the opportunity to ask questions about the purposes and procedures regarding this study.  
·My participation in research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw 
from participation at any time without jeopardy to future medical care, employment, 
student status or other entitlements.  
·The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his/her professional discretion.  
·If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue to 
participate, the investigator will provide this information to me.  
·Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies me will 
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law.  
·If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can 
contact the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator’s phone number 
is (919) 475-2731. 
283 
 
·If at any time I have comments, or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or 
questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the Teachers College, 
Columbia University Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is 
(212) 678-4105. Or, I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 
525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151.  
·I should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant’s Rights 
document.  
·If video and/or audio taping is part of this research, I ( ) consent to be audio/video 
taped. I ( ) do NOT consent to being video/audio taped. The written, video and/or audio 
taped materials will be viewed only by the principal investigator and members of the 
research team.  
·Written, video and/or audio taped materials ( ) may be viewed in an educational 
setting outside the research  
( ) may NOT be viewed in an educational setting outside the research. 
·My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.  
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